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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The story of man and woman has been the centre of interest for 
philosophers, thinkers and writers of all the times. The spread of 
mankind and in fact of all other living organisms could not have been 
possible with out these two opposite sexes. The Bible informs us that 
woman (Eve) was created from the ribs of man (Adam). This story of 
creation and subsequent procreation led philosophers and thinkers to an 
assumption of subordination of woman to the creation of man. In fact, 
this assumption in the subordination story was going to open up a 
world of debates about the relationship of man and woman and their 
respective roles in the making of the world. There came a time when 
this sign of subordination in the story of creation became a permanent 
structure in the writings of male writers and a conscious or 
unconscious stereotyped portrayal of women made its way in the 
European literature which later on was going to be a source of 
reference for those who will call this body of literature a structure of 
patriarchy. This patriarchal world view, however, was to be challenged 
as the female self or consciousness was yet to be explored and talked 
about by females themselves. That means females were yet to come on 
the stage to express what they would feel about them selves and the 
world around them. 
 It took female writers ages to evolve and grow to a degree when 
they could speak for themselves. The rise of industrialization in Europe 
was momentous as it propelled and provoked women to think of their 
economic role in the making of their families. Besides, it pinched their 
consciousness to an extent that they started thinking in terms of their 
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due rights in the largely male dominated society. They were a 
periphery in the male dominated setup and they wanted to move to the 
centre and thus stand side by side with the man in the performance of 
different socio-economic and political roles in the making of their 
families and nation. In fact, women started questioning the different 
constructs that man had developed about her and this questioning of 
these constructs led to the formation of a radical movement that aimed 
at challenging the patriarchal world view. Role reversal was sought and 
demolition of male-female binary opposition was looked forward to. 
 The seeds of this rebellion and revolution were sown by a 
number of writers. Mary Wollstonecroft philosophized the rights of 
women and their place and position in the western society in her A 
Vindication of Rights of Women (1792). She in fact, has discussed male 
writers like Milton, Pope and Rousseau in order to prove how these 
great patriarchs would portray and depict the image of woman in the 
over all scheme of the male dominated society. Similarly, Olive 
Schreiner wrote Women and Labour to show the economic position of 
women in the western society. The unequal treatment given to women 
seeking education and alternatives to marriage and motherhood was 
fully well discussed and examined by Virginia Woolf in her A Room of 
One’s Own. 
 The arrival of such works on the horizon of literature and literary 
criticism was a harbinger of change as far as the evolution of female 
consciousness was concerned. Such works were definitely going to 
shape the consciousness of coming generations in the western society 
and ‘consciousness’ was now going to have it female identity in the 
metaphysics of the western world. This change was realized and 
recognized by some male writers also. Contributions for the 
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development of this movement started flowing from male writers as 
well. John Stuart Mill produced The Subjection of Women (1869) and 
Origin of the Family (1884) came from the pen of Freidreik Engels. 
Feminist movement thus started to impress one and all.  
 Feminism emerged as a political movement for the assertion of 
women’s rights and this movement gave central stage to female 
consciousness that had been suppressed and treated as an ‘other’ by the 
different culture constructions of the male dominated world. In 1970s, 
major efforts were made to expose the mechanisms of patriarchy, that 
is, the cultural mindset in men and women which perpetrated sexual 
inequality. The whole body of literature, political, social, religious and 
literary, was reviewed to see the typical images of women.  Such 
efforts concretized the fears of women and so provided a philosophical 
base and data for the emergence of a movement called feminism. 
Obviously, such a criticism was polemical and combative in nature. In 
the 1980s, however, the mood changed. Eclecticism came into feminist 
criticism as the proponents of this thought began to utilize the 
theoretical insights from Marxism, Structuralism, Linguistics, and so 
on. Focus of attention shifted from attacking male versions of the 
world to exploring the nature of the female world and outlook, and 
reconstructing the lost and suppressed records of female experience. 
This development in the feminist consciousness resulted in the 
emergence of the need to construct a new canon of women’s writing by 
rewriting the history of novel and poetry in such way that neglected 
women writers were given new prominence. 
 The present thesis is an attempt to explore and examine the rise 
of female writing in the backdrop of modern British theatre which was 
hardly ever the centre of female performance. Though they wrote 
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novels and poetry in the nineteenth century the British theatre had not 
been stormed by female writers and actresses as yet. Feminist tradition, 
as this thesis aims at finding, scaled new heights when women writers 
took the stage and demonstrated the aspirations of female 
consciousness before the audiences. Female playwrights like Dodie 
Smith, Gertrude Jennings and G.B. Stern took to the stage to 
strengthen and reinforce the battle of ideas that the proponents of 
feminism had started in Europe. The plays of these three writers caught 
my attention due to the virginity of the area and the path being 
untroden so far. Besides, since the trio could not voice extremist 
feminism and made efforts to hold the balancing point between 
patriarchy and matriarchy, they have not been much heeded in the 
critical discourse of feminist literature, it attracted the attention of this 
scholar to explore and analyze the issues and concerns in their work. 
The present thesis has tried to explore the different thematic vistas of 
these three writers in such a way that feminism as a movement for the 
rights of women seems to be supplementing the thought process 
through out the course of these writings.  
 The chapter first of the present work entitled ‘Image of Women 
in European Drama and her Position Thereof’ attempts at finding the 
image of woman in European literature. In this chapter, great writers 
like Aristotle and William Shakespeare have been touched upon as 
frame of reference for seeing the stereotyped image of woman in the 
western literature. 
 In chapter second of the present work, entitled ‘Modern British 
Women Playwrights: A Brief Survey’, a brief survey of modern British 
women playwrights has been given to facilitate a background for the 
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study of their thematic concerns that have been taken up for analysis 
one by one in the forth coming chapters. 
 The thematic concerns in the select plays of Dodie Smith have 
been taken up for analysis and examination in the chapter third of the 
study entitled as ‘Balancing Act of Women in the Select Plays of 
Dodie Smith’. In this chapter, an attempt has been made to see how 
Dodie Smith strikes a balance between the patriarchal view of woman 
and that of feminist world view. Similarly, in the fourth chapter of this 
study, ‘Birth of New Woman in G.B. Stern’s The Man Who Pays the 
Piper and The Matriarch’. The image of New Woman as the 
protagonist on the modern stage has been traced with reference to her 
plays like The Man Who Pays the Piper and The Matriarch. Finally, 
the chapter fifth of the present work, ‘Theme of Matriarchy in Gertrude 
Jennings’ Family Affairs’, has tried to picturise the theme of 
matriarchy in Family Affairs of Gertrude Jennings’.  
 Since the subject mentioned playwrights have drawn lesser 
attention from the scholars of English literature and criticism and the 
area is still unexplored, the present research work aims at analyzing the 
thematic concerns in the writings of these playwrights from the 
feminist point of view. There has been some surface level work on 
these women playwrights by a great scholar of English literature 
namely Maggie B. Gale. However, she herself in one of her emails to 
this scholar admits that she has only made a beginning and things are 
yet to be explored in this area. Inspired by the pioneering insights of 
Maggie B. Gale, the present scholar has taken up the challenge to 
contribute some thing more in the field. 
 It would be pertinent to record that Maggie B. Gale has done the 
work of a pioneer in this field. Her West End Women: Women and the 
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London Stage 1918-1962 (1996) is a historical account of modern 
British theatre and the rise of New Woman in the modern world. The 
book does not just talk about feminism; it rather gives a detailed 
account of the different socio-economic and political realities that 
confronted the modern woman. The present thesis owes its growth and 
development to the foundations laid by Maggie B. Gale in this book. 
 Thus, the present thesis hopes to demonstrate how the 
fragmented self of modern woman managed to assert itself against the 
male dominated constructs of the western metaphysics and literature 
with reference to different socio-economic and political realities of the 
modern and post-modern Europe. That means the thesis would be 
eclectic in its analysis and examination as the nature and the scope of 
the topic not only demands so but it also promises new perspectives 
that future scholars of the present area would be taking up with these 
insights in mind. 
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IMAGE OF WOMEN IN EUROPEAN DRAMA AND 
HER POSITION THEREOF 
 
 England has had a long tradition of drama and its association 
with theatre. It has witnessed two great periods in the history of its 
drama. The first being Renaissance or Shakespeare‟s age, and the 
second confusingly called the Renaissance of the British Drama 
featuring George Bernard Shaw and the „New Drama‟. Ironically, 
as the history of English drama testifies, we do not find any woman 
playwright upto the modern period. It speaks volumes about the 
state and status of women in the western society as we do not find 
them as the members of the elite superstructure that is dominated 
by the male writers. We are bound to think as to how females, 
having any semblance of literary taste and an urge to express 
themselves in the largely male dominated society, might have been 
feeling about themselves as far as their relationship with the power 
structure of that time is concerned. Whether it be the drama rich 
Elizabethan period, or the transitional period or even the 
democratically live Victorian period, we do not feel but the absence 
of women on the stage, though they have been widely represented 
by males in all the genres of literature. This absence demands a 
critical thought and invites our attention to the study of that 
domineering structure of power that has been the epicentre of 
western metaphysics and has been only recently dismantled and 
demolished when the „New women‟ is finally born. 
 The primary observation of British theatre noted the absence 
of women as writers of plays and other forms of writing, be it 
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history, poetry, prose etc. This absence of women, both from 
literary and non-literary texts, demands our critical attention as to 
why they are hidden from the historical and literary texts as 
Virginia Woolf in her polemic essay, A Room Of One’s Own, 
signals this absence of women from classical tradition and 
associates this absence with the political, social and economic 
conditions of their time in which they existed. The fact that there 
was no significant number of existing texts written by women for 
the stage until the seventeenth century produced a rather astounding 
sense of absence in the classical traditions of the theatre.
1
       
 This absence of women on the stage led many feminist 
historians including Virginia Woolf to concentrate on periods in 
which they did emerge primarily in the seventeenth century in 
England, the nineteenth century in America and the twentieth 
century in Europe and America. When Virginia Woolf wrote her 
book A Room of One’s Own in 1930 it became possible to study the 
image of women in western plays written by men in the classical 
period. She illustrated in her book a way to recognize and interpret 
the images of women in male literature as misogynist. Since 
women are absent from the pages of history, so we have to rely on 
the literary texts produced by male writers such as William 
Shakespeare, the most prolific and versatile genius of Elizabethan 
age since it is believed that literature of a period expresses the 
spirit of the age. 
 This textual discovery of women in these works may be 
attributed to the popular works of Kate Millet (Sexual Politics: 
                                                 
1
 Sue –Ellen Case. „Classic Drag: The Greek Creation of Female parts‟. Theatre Journal. October, 
1985, p-317. 
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1970) and Virginia Woolf‟s (A Room Of One’s Own: 1930). They 
interpreted the image of women in male literature as biased and 
misogynist. 
 When we try to trace the history of women writers or women 
in general, we do not find the actual woman there as there is not a 
fixed or a stable history which can facilitate a sound historical 
background for the study of female consciousness. As 
poststructuralist thought has made it clear that history is always 
narrated and past can never be available to us in pure form but 
always in the form of representations, in other words history is 
textualized, so it could be assumed that the image of women in 
English literature is also a construction of the male writers of 
different times. Past always becomes something we construct from 
already written texts of all kinds, whether it be history, medical 
science, law journals or literary texts etc. The representation of 
women or their experience is then actually a representation of 
representation.
2
     
 Since our focus is on literary texts to draw an image and 
experience of actual women, it would definitely invite our attention 
towards the application of some theoretical perspectives on these 
texts, as literary texts are not different from non-literary texts 
produced by lawyers, popular writers, theologians, scientists and 
historians as far as their representation of women is concerned. In 
fact, the sublimity of literary text is lost when a particular ideology 
creeps into it and its universality is hampered to a greater degree. 
The privileged „inner world‟ of great authors cannot be set against 
                                                 
2
  Raman Selden, et al. A Readers Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory. New Delhi: Pearson 
Education, 2oo7, pp-190-99. 
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the background of an „outer world‟ of ordinary people. The images 
of women presented in the works of great authors like Shakespeare 
or Aristotle are then the products of socio-economic, cultural and 
political realities of the time. The images drawn by these authors 
show their unconscious mind which is already structured with the 
preconceived notions of the time. So, the representation of women 
in their works is an ideological construct and not their independent 
creation. 
 Woman as a gender is a social construct and this construction 
may be challenged and transformed. As women are hidden from the 
history and are represented by male writers, this feature of English 
literature points out the domination of phallocentric discourse, 
hence the conclusion that women are trapped inside a male „truth‟. 
The logocentric western culture which is male dominated has 
forced women to periphery, partly because of their biology and 
preconceived notions about women being of inferior sex. Helene 
Cixous, a French feminist philosopher and writer, calls this western 
logocentricism as a philosophical system of oppositions which is 
hierarchal in nature and insidious in effect.
3
 In this binary system 
of oppositions, woman becomes a passive partner and is not 
allowed any control over her destiny. In this patriarchal system, 
male becomes a centre or frame of reference wherefrom female is 
described or defined. 
The society which is male dominated does not consider it 
normal or rational for women to enter a male dominated sphere of 
writing, acting or decision making and jettison or jeopardize their 
                                                 
3
 Ian Blyth, Susan Sellers. Helene Cixous: Live Theory. London: Continnum, 2004, p-22. 
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authority. In fact, women are silenced and excluded from the text 
by this type of mindset that prevails throughout the evolution of 
English literature. Women writers, writing in the earlier periods of 
history might have found themselves in a great void as they were 
not recognized and appreciated by the institutions and official 
organs of patriarchy. However, it is not possible to think against the 
system until and unless one does not create some space for oneself 
in the establishment. And being in the system, it becomes 
imperative to respect its rules and regulations. As women were 
assigned domestic and menial jobs by the system and were not have 
allowed to rise against the expectations of the same, it was but 
natural that their resistance would also evolve from adoption to 
adaptation and then to adeption. Women who were or are working 
within a particular discursive practice cannot think or speak 
without obeying the unspoken „archive‟ of rules and constraints  as 
doing so amounts to taking the risk of being condemned to madness 
or silence.
4
  
Societal constraints and prohibitions especially educational 
systems define what is rational and scholarly. As women were 
barred to enter in any social institution, be it education or religion, 
save domestic activities, their educational and literary upliftment 
was bound to be hampered and constrained. This exploitation of 
women by their male counterparts speaks volumes about their 
condition. Infact, they lacked the financial support, avenues of 
earning money, education, etc. necessary for literary enterprise. 
Even if they earned the money it was impossible for them to keep it 
                                                 
4
 A Readers Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory, pp-188-189. 
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as the law denied them the right to possess what ever money they 
earned.
5
  
This shows history as a class struggle in which one group 
exploits the other and this exploitation gives rise to alienation. 
These alienated groups undergo the process of „reification‟ and are 
treated as oppressed or objects rather than human beings.
6
 Thus, the 
very power structure of western society denied women the 
necessary education and the right to earn money, thereby forcing 
them to marginal positions as „other‟. If they had got this 
opportunity, the scenario would have been altogether different as 
Virginia Woolf comments: 
We might have been exploring or writing; 
mooning about the venerable places of the 
earth; sitting contemplative on the steps of 
the Parthenon, or going at ten to an office 
and coming home comfortably at half past 
four to write a little poetry. Only, if Mrs 
Seton and her like had gone to business at 
the age of fifteen, there would have been- 
that was the snag in the argument- no 
Mary.
7
     
It again reiterates the fact that the dominant structure of a 
patriarchal society posits women as „other‟ and consistently denies 
women the right to individual existence and expression.      
                                                 
5
   Virginia Woolf. A Room of One’s Own. London: Cambridge University Press, 1995, p-31. 
 
6
  Peter Barry. Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2007, p-157. 
7
 A Room Of One’s Own, p-30. 
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The socio-economic factors that are responsible for 
oppressing women and forcing them to marginalized positions 
reveal that one can not indulge in creative activities in such 
conditions when there is a question of mere survival. Since our 
focus is on written literary texts to understand the socio-political 
and economic factors as well as the experience of actual woman, as 
women are absent from history and we do not have ample texts 
written by women, so one has to rely on those texts for image and 
position of women written by men. 
A cursory reading of Aristotle‟s Poetics and William 
Shakespeare‟s Othello and Hamlet shows the image of women as 
constructed by patriarchal mind. One may believe that the portrayal 
of women characters in these works relates to the lives of actual 
women, however, it represents a fiction of women constructed by 
men. In recent decades, a ground breaking research was done in 
cultural studies such as New Historicism and Cultural Materialism 
which challenged the old tradition of reading literary text as an 
ultimate and valued thing. In other words, it juxtaposed literary 
texts with non-literary texts such as law journals, medical books 
and histories in which literary text was foregrounded and non-
literary text was its background. As all knowledge is in a 
contextualised form, be it literary or non-literary, the result is that 
there is no absolute truth therefore relativity of meaning is a natural 
fact and the idea of absolute or stable text ceases to exist.  This 
textuality of literary and non-literary texts deconstructs the fact of 
absolute truth. Hence the image of woman in literary and non-
literary texts could be also challenged and deconstructed so as the 
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real woman may be discovered as has been attempted to do by 
various feminist writers and critiques. 
Sue-Ellen Case in her paper “Classic Drag: The Greek 
Creation of Female Parts” argues that there are two types of images 
that still predominate in the feminist criticism of historical texts. 
These images are commonly identified as being one of the two 
basic types: “Positive roles, which depict women as independent, 
intelligent, and even heroic and surplus of misogynistic roles 
commonly identified as the Bitch, the Witch, the vamp, or the 
virgin Goddess”.8 
These images of women reflect the male dramatists‟ mind as 
a social construct and a theatrical tradition on women. These 
images are misleading and they infact stereotype the actual women 
who might have lived in the period. 
Aristotle in his polemic book Poetics related the patriarchal 
prejudice against women to the nature of the dramatic experience 
and to the role of the audience. Aristotle‟s views about the women 
can be deduced from several of his criteria regarding the nature of 
dramatic character in chapter 15 of this work: 
First, and most important, it must be good. 
Now any speech or action that manifests 
moral pupose of any kind will be 
expressive of character: the character will 
be good if the purpose is good. This rule is 
relative to each class. Even a woman may 
be good, and also a slave; though the 
                                                 
8
 „Classic Drag: The Greek Creation of Female parts‟ ,pp-317-318 
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woman may be said to be an inferior being, 
and slave quite worhtless. The second thing 
to aim at is propriety. There is a type of 
manly valour; but valour in a women, or 
unscrupulous cleverness, is in-appropriate.
9
 
In his deliberations on tragic characters, Aristotle holds the 
opinion that for being tragic one must be good. The absence of 
male in his discussion illustrates that the male citizen is the 
standard of the good, but that this quality may even be found in 
others. He relates goodness to a class, but more importantly he 
relates class to gender. He treats slaves as a class, comparable to 
women, a gender. The class hierarchy, as he suggests it, puts the 
male citizen on top, women citizen on the next inferior level and 
slaves on the bottom. Although slaves are capable of goodness, yet 
they are not subjects of tragedy because they are “ignoble” or 
“worthless”. The Greek tragedy is a province of royal  houses in 
which women seem to inhabit an ambiguous station. Though they 
may be potential subjects of the tragedy, yet, as Aristotle implies, 
they would be inferior to male subject. 
 Action is the second good quality of a dramatic character in 
Poetics. The tragic character must perform action appropriate to his 
character. According to Aristotle, appropriateness of action is a 
quality of the noble character as is goodness. He makes this point 
in reference to the action of bravery and the functions of 
intelligence - action which is appropriate to tragic character. For it 
is possible for a person to be manly in terms of character, but it is 
                                                 
9
 S.H. Butcher (Trans.). Aristotle’s Theory of Poetry and Fine Art. New Delhi: Kalyani Publishers, 
2000. P-53. 
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not appropriate for a woman to exhibit either this quality or 
intellectual cleverness that is associated with men. Bravery and 
man are interchangeable terms, indicating that the male gender and 
bravery are one and the same. It is not appropriate for women to be 
manly or to be brave or clever. Cleverness is a gender specific 
quality necessary for the tragic character, but unavailable to 
women. Manliness, which connotes bravery to some, is another 
appropriate quality which does not reside in the class of women. 
               Here Aristotle‟s assumptions rest upon the intersection  of 
social reality and aesthetic prescriptions. In both realms, women 
are the outsiders. They function only to provide the limits of the 
male subject, which help to complete his outline, or they illustrate 
differences from him which highlight his qualities. Once again, 
women are invisible - there are no qualities ascribed to them, and 
their invisibility provides the empty space which organises the 
focus on the male subject. In this way, they are subjects of tragic 
action only insofar as they might help to define the character.  
 Beyond the requirements of character, however, women‟s 
exclusion from intellectual cleverness may also exclude them from 
the entire experience of drama, art, or mimesis. Historians are 
uncertain about the composition of the Greek audience. The reason 
may be that it was restricted to citizens. It is quite possible that no 
woman was included. Besides, Euripides used to jest women in the 
audience in some of his plays and this may suggest the presence of 
women in the theatre. Judging from the gender specific quality of 
Athenian practice and Aristotle‟s thoughts on tragedy, it would 
seem appropriate that women were not in the audience or, as 
mentioned above, women were inferior members among audiences. 
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In other words, not only is the male the subject of theatre practice 
and tragic character, but he is the exclusive recipient of the 
theatrical experience. 
 The function of thought, in the Aristotle‟s system, is to 
enable correct choices. The function of pity, fear, and recognition is 
to teach audiences about correct choices and to stimulate their 
pleasure from the recognition. Aristotle has excluded women from 
the powers of deliberation when he comments: 
Third in order is Thought, - that is, the 
faculty of saying what is possible and 
pertinent in given circumstances. In the 
case of oratory, this is the function of the 
political art and of the art rhetoric; and so 
indeed the older poets make their 
characters speak the language of civic life; 
the poets of our time, the language of the 
rhetoricians. Character is that which 
reveals moral purpose, showing what kind 
of things a man chooses or avoids. 
Speeches, therefore, which do not make 
this manifest or in which speaker does not 
choose or avoid anything whatever, are not 
expressive of character.
10
    
It is imperative then the women have no need to learn about 
choices as they are without the authority of choice. Therefore, the 
                                                 
10
 Aristotle’s Theory of Poetry and Fine Art, p-29. 
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drama has no function for them and they are excluded from the 
pleasure of watching it. 
 It is now possible to conclude that women were excluded 
from the categories of tragic character, from cleverness, from the 
authority of deliberation, and from dialogue. Infact, woman seems 
to be excluded from the dramatic experience. The drama is not 
appropriate to the class of gender “Woman”. Thus it may be 
concluded that the Greeks have excluded the gender called 
“Woman” from the stage altogether as they did not find them 
suitable for acting and writing plays. 
 British theatre is no exception to Greek theater. It seemed 
that the Britain‟s were also carrying the legacy of Greek masters in 
banishing the women from the stage. The Elizabethan period in the 
Britian is considered the great period of its drama. It was the age of 
renaissance and enlightenment; but on the contrary, it seemed 
Elizabethan period has not yet come out of its barbaric past. In this 
period, women were uneducated, they were forced to act 
submissively and never express their opinions. Even though there 
was the unmarried woman on the throne but the role of a woman in 
society was very limited. The Elizabethans had very clear 
expectations of men and women, and in general men were expected 
to be the bread winners and women to be housewives and mothers. 
Child bearing was considered a great honour to women. As 
Elizabethan society was patriarchal, obviously that men were 
considered to be the leaders and the women their inferior. Women 
were regarded as “the weaker sex” not just in terms of physical 
strength, but emotionally too. It was believed that women always 
needed someone to look after them. Marriage symbolized their 
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dependence on men. If they were single, then their father, brother 
or another male relative were expected to take care of them.They 
were confined to narrow domestic spheres and were often unhappy, 
oppressed and commonly abused by their tyrannical husbands. 
Professor Trevelyan‟s History of England as quoted by Virginia 
Woolf may testify to this fact: 
„Wife beating‟, I read, „was a recognized right 
of man, and was practiced without shame by 
high as well as low.  …Similarly, the historian 
goes on, „the daughter who refused to marry the 
gentleman of her parents‟ choice was liable to 
be locked up, beaten and flung about the room, 
without any shock being inflicted on public 
opinion. Marriage was not an affair of personal 
affection, but of family avarice, particularly in 
the “chivalrous” upper classes. …Betrothal often 
took place while one or both of the parties was 
in the cradle, and marriage when they were 
scarcely out of the nurses‟ charge‟. That was 
about 1470, soon after Chaucer‟s time.11 
Woolf draws a lucid picture of position of women in the 
Chaucerian period from Professor Trevelyan‟s History of England. 
She further argues that Trevelyan is an unbiased historian when he 
concludes “neither Shakespeare‟s women nor those of authentic 
seventieth century memoirs, like the Verneys and the Hutchinson‟s 
seem wanting in personality and character”.12  Woolf approves 
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Trevelyan‟s statement that Shakespeare‟s women do not seem 
wanting in personality and character. In fact, she argues that 
women have burnt like beacons in all the works of all the poets 
from the beginning of the time. There are glorious, beautiful and 
intelligent women like Clytemnestra, Antigone, Cleopatra, Lady 
Macbeth, Cressida, Rosalind, Desdemona, the Duchess of Malfi, 
among the dramatists‟, yet they are the women who exist only in 
fiction and have no life out side the imagination of male writers. 
Professor Trevelyan‟s statement is beautifully summed up by 
Woolf here: 
Imaginatively she is of the highest 
importance; practically she is completely 
insignificant. She pervades poetry from cover 
to cover; she is all but absent from history. 
She dominates the lives of kings and 
conquerors in fiction; in fact she was the slave 
of any boy whose parents forced a ring upon 
her finger. Some of the most inspired words, 
some of the most profound thoughts in 
literature fall from her lips; in real life she 
could hardly read, could scarcely spell, and 
was the property of her husband.
13
 
William Shakespeare, the great genius of all times, had an 
extraordinary genius for portraying human behaviour. He 
consciously or unconsciously depicted the condition of women 
within a patriarchal system and created women characters which in 
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their richness transcend the limitations of his time. The way he 
portrays women characters in his plays shows his male-centered 
mind that compelled him to create such vociferous and evil female 
characters. In his plays, the roles of women are often played by 
young boys. This may suggest that acting was considered 
dishonorable for women and women did not appear on the stage in 
England until the seventeenth century. 
Shakespeare wrote Hamlet in 1603. Hamlet is a play of its 
time in the presentation of female characters. There are only two 
women in the play, Gertrude, Hamlet‟s mother and Ophelia, 
Hamlet‟s beloved, the daughter of Polonius. Throughout the play, 
there is an evidence of the patriarchal society of its time. In the 
play, Ophelia seems wholly at the mercy of the male figures within 
her life and is certianly a victim figure. Hamlet throughout the play 
uses Ophelia as a tool in his revenge plan. 
Ophelia is dependent on men, Polonius, Laertes, her brother, 
and Hamlet. She gradually loses the men she so strongly depends 
upon. Her father prevented her from seeing Hamlet, her brother 
moved away and later on the father was killed. The loss of these 
men leads to her mental instability, the cause of her later suspected 
suicide.  
 Hamlet is unique among Shakespear‟s tragic heroes for not 
being to blame for the tragedy of the play. It‟s Queen Gertrude‟s 
behaviour that has instigated Hamlet‟s unforgivable treatment of 
Ophelia.  Gertrude transgresses the patriarchal bounds of feminity 
by marrying so soon after her husband‟s death and not remaining in 
passive grief and obedient devotion to his memory. This provides 
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Hamlet with a model of women‟s inconstancy. His bitterness leads 
him to believe that all women are untrustworthy as he says:  
Frailty, thy name is woman- 
A little month, or ere those shoes were old 
With which she follow‟d my poor father‟s 
body, 
…O God, a beast that wants discourse of 
reason 
Would have mourn‟d longer- married with 
my uncle, 
My father‟s brother- but no more like my 
father 
Than I to Hercules.
14
 
Hamlet projects upon Ophelia the „guilt and pollution‟ he believes 
exists in Gertrude‟s behaviour. Thus Ophelia suffers as  a result of 
Hamlet‟s patriarchal values of womanhood. 
 With regard to her father and brother, the two direct ruling 
male forces in her life, Ophelia is also very much a victim. 
Unquestionably obeying their remonstrances against pursuing a 
relationship with Hamlet, she rejects his advances, which of course 
she believes to be genuine and thus when he pretends to be mad she 
believes it to be her fault. Her speech reflects her deep and genuine 
sorrow: 
  And I, of ladies most dejected and wretched, 
  That suck‟d the honey of his music vows, 
  Now see that noble and most sovereign reason 
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  Like sweet bells jangled out of tune and harsh, 
  That unmatch‟d form and features of blown youth 
Blasted with ecstasy. O vow is me.
15
   
 
Ophelia‟s feeling of guilt is reinforced by Polonius‟s insistence to 
king Claudius: 
  But yet do I believe 
  The origin and commencement of his grief 
  Sprung from neglected love. How now, Ophelia?
16
 
Polonius‟s conviction, in which one can not help believing, stem 
from a mercenary desire to marry his daughter off to such an 
eligible husband as the prince of Denmark rather than a genuine 
belief in his daughter‟s role in causing Hamlet‟s madness. Thus, 
when Hamlet murders her father, Ophelia enters a double realm of 
guilt, believing herself to be to blame for both Hamlet‟s madness 
and her father‟s death and as a result she becomes mad. 
The presentation of women as weak characters shows 
Shakespeare‟s male-centered point of view. Hamlet while talking to 
his mother takes control of the conversation by showing her little 
respect: 
Nay, but to live 
In the rank sweat of an enseamed bed 
Stew‟d in corruption, honeying and 
making love 
Over the nasty sty!
17
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This is a disrespectful and crude way to talk to ones mother. 
Gertrude‟s only input in the conversation is  answering questions 
and attempting to understand her son‟s berating. She has no control 
over the contents of the conversation making her appear powerless. 
To a modern audience, Hamlet‟s treatment of his mother would 
cause shock because of the lack of respect as he controls her. It 
would be seen as degrading towards women as women are now 
seen on an equal intellectual level as men. It would seem as a form 
of sexist abuse and unjustified anger. To an Elizabethan audience, 
the play would have been a portrayal of everyday life, in the way 
women were treated. 
In Shakespeare, the female characters often get a weak voice 
and the audience are never allowed to see their characters develop, 
suggesting they are less important. The female characters being 
suppressed in the play helps to present to a modern reader the way 
of life at the time Shakespeare lived and how women were 
suppressed in every way, from being mentally inferior to being less 
developed in a play. 
Gertrude makes little contribution to the play in a way of 
inspirational speeches. However, her quick marriage to Claudius is 
one reason of Hamlet‟s anger, this anger being the main theme of 
the play. She has a large part in play, even if it is a slightly 
concealed presence. Like many women of her time, her presence 
was not always noted but her actions had effects on family and 
surroundings.  
At no point in the play do Gertrude and late king Hamlet 
communicate. The Ghost does, however, talk about the widow 
  
 
 
27 
when in conversation with Hamlet, the Ghost refers to Gertrude in 
the following way: 
  Ay, that incestuous, that adulterate beast, 
  With witchcraft of his wit, with traitorous gifts- 
  O wicked wit, and gifts that have the power, 
  So to seduce!- won to his shameful lust 
  The will of my most seeming-virtuous queen.
18
 
This statement raises the question to the audience that Gertrude was 
a loyal wife to Hamlet whilst he was alive. The Elizabethans were 
religious people, therefore, adultery would have been viewed as a 
ghastly sin. This thread in the story would have shocked an 
Elizabethan audience and to them the play would appear engulfed 
with evil and corruption. While as a modern audience would see it 
as controversial, however, they would not be as shocked by the 
thought of adultery as Elizabethans would be and it shows the 
change in social and moral values of a society from time to time. 
It is not clear whether she actually did commit adultery as the 
Ghost suggests and Hamlet suspects, or whether she was simply 
wooed and tricked into loving the cunning Claudius. She is, 
however, given an aside, which suggests she has something to 
answer for: 
To my sick soul, as sin‟s true nature is, 
Each toy seems prologue to some great 
amiss. 
So full of artless jealousy is guilt, 
It spills itself in fearing to be split.
19
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She feels guilty for what she had done, and understands that 
it is partly her fault that her son is in this state of madness. She 
could also be feeling guilty about the fact that her son killed 
Ophelia‟s father.  
A modern audience would feel that Gertrude‟s marriage was 
too hasty and they would understand Hamlet‟s anger, however, an 
Elizabethan audience would have mixed thoughts on this point. At 
that time women were kept to family confines, if they were not 
married they were looked down upon and would have had no social 
stance so it was seen better to remarry. However, if a woman did 
not remarry, society would see her as a burden, being single and 
having no one to secure her financially, a fast remarriage could also 
be seen as desperation to get back into a social stance and be 
provided for. Women could not win; they were criticized for both 
decisions.   
The extent of Gertrude‟s sin is one of the questions through 
out the play. Did she commit adultery? Was she involved in the 
murder of her husband? None of these questions are answered with 
any certainty in the play. However, when Hamlet suggests to her 
that the king was murdered, “A bloody deed, Almost as bad, good 
mother, As kill a king, and marry with his brother”20, Gertrude is 
definitely portrayed as a construction of Hamlet‟s mind, or in other 
words, the image of a bitch woman does surface explicitly from 
this description.  The way Gertrude is interpreted in the play 
depicts her as woman behind a powerful man, a woman of the time, 
vulnerable and uncertain of her social stance.  
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It appears that Gertrude will try anything to keep her life 
simple and problem free. She even changes her language and the 
way she speaks to soften the shock on Laertes when she explains 
about Ophelia‟s death, she describes her death as “mermaid like” as 
if using pleasant language would not make it seem such a horrific 
death. By making Ophelia‟s death sound peaceful and comfortable , 
she hopes it will not upset him so much. Gertrude may act like this 
because she has been oppressed by her husband, and probably her 
farther before, she has not had the chance to exercise certain 
emotions so as to unsure how to deal with situations, like grief; she 
did not have time to grieve for her husband. This might have been 
true of many women at that time as Elizabethan women were 
expected to remarry and move on with their lives.  
In comparison, Ophelia does not make any leading speeches, 
most of the time she just answers the questions. In Elizabethan 
time, this would have been how women behaved. Ophelia lives up 
to her filial duty; she is obedient and often looks to her father for 
guidance. In Act I Scene III, when Polonius asks her question she 
avoids answering the question, in fear of saying the wrong thing 
she replies by saying “I do not know, my lord, what I should 
think.”21 This shows Ophelia as a weak character because she lets 
the men in her life tell her what to think, she has no independence 
and relies solely on guidance from her father and brother.  
Ophelia has no freedom. This is shown through her 
relationship with her dominating father. Ophelia‟s rejection of 
Hamlet, who defies her feelings for him, demonstrate her obedience 
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to her father. By telling her father that he “My lord, he hath 
importun‟d me with love. In honorable fashion”22 she implies that 
he is decent and honorable and she has feelings for him. Ophelia‟s 
later actions sacrifice these feelings, under the order of her father, 
providing her complete submission. In particular, Ophelia agrees 
not to see Hamlet anymore after the order from her father. 
Ophelia‟s actions show that Polonius has complete control over his 
daughter. She sacrifices her feelings and emotions to obey him.  
The theme of sexuality runs throughout the play. In the 
Ghost‟s first appearance in Scene I he speaks of his widow as 
“seeming virtuous”. Hamlet refers to her sheets as “incestuous”. 
Both of these descriptions of Gertrude‟s remarriage and sexuality 
portary her sleeping habits as a crime. These accusations would 
equally shock a modern and Elizabethan audience, which is an 
example of how some situations are never morally accepted in a 
society. The culmination of Gertrude‟s alleged affair and her 
criminal sexuality would create her to appear quite villainous.  
Ophelia is seen in her madness in Act IV Scene V. Her 
conversation contains sexual references which, from what we have 
already seen of Ophelia appears out of character. There is a speech 
to corroborate this fact about Ophelia: 
  Young men will do‟t if they come to‟t- 
  By Cock, they are to blame. 
  Quoth she, „Before you tumbled me, 
  You promis‟d me to wed‟.23 
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This speech shows the true reality of her illness due to her changes 
in character and language. Men are to blame for her madness; their 
advice leads to Hamlet‟s rejection of her because of her rejection of 
him. An Elizabethan audience would be shocked by her altered 
language because it would not have been right for females to talk 
about sex in public. Today this would shock an audience far less 
because women speak freely about any thing. It is clear to the 
audience that Ophelia is ill, therefore, the audience would not 
dislike her because of her disrespectful language; instead they 
would sympathize with her.  
As already mentioned, women during the Elizabethan period 
were taught submissive behaviour. When Shakespeare wrote 
Othello, women were uneducated and were forced to act 
submissively. Shakespeare, by using female character in this play, 
portrayed women in such a way as if she had not risen from the 
ashes of the original sin. The tragedy of Othello occurs from the 
adherence to patriarchal rules and stereotypes. This tragedy stems 
from men‟s misunderstanding of women and women‟s inability to 
protect themselves, from the society‟s conception of them. 
Certainly, Desdemona‟s very much feminized qualities of passivity, 
softness and obedience are no match to Othello‟s masculine 
qualities of dominance, aggression and authority. After Othello in 
his jealousy has struck Desdemona and spoken harshly to her, she 
tells Iago, “He might have chid me. So; for, in good faith, I am a 
child to chiding”24, protected by a system which makes the women 
the weaker, dependent sex. Desdemona is unequipped to deal with 
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such aggression; she is helpless against Othello. It may be inferred 
that these women, by following conventional patterns of behaviour, 
lose their autonomy and intimacy and do not achieve adulthood. 
Desdemona thus retreats into childhood like behaviour to escape 
from reality. 
Iago‟s manipulation of Othello-the cause of the tragedy- may 
occur only because of the views of women the moor already 
possessed. This is certainly a convincing argument, for Othello all-
too easily accepts a stereotypical view of his wife based on the 
authority of male voice. He looses sight of the real Desdemona, 
allowing every action of hers, once his suspicion is stimulated, to 
reaffirm this stereotypical conception of hers.  
At the close of the play, Othello attempts to vindicate himself 
from intentional murder by claiming that he did nothing „in 
malice‟, but is simply a man „that loved not wisely, but too well‟.25 
This speech illustrates the precarious position of love in a society 
submerged in stereotypes. Othello‟s excessive, „unwise‟  love for 
Desdemona is tied up with his perception of her as representing 
perfect womanhood and his underlying fears of her endorsed by 
society-as-whore. Like Hamlet, who tells Ophelia „get thee to 
nunnery‟ in order to protect her chastity and remove his fear of 
woman‟s infidelity, Othello too wishes to erase Desdemona‟s 
sexuality and potential for infidelity. By his decision to kill her, he 
claims to prevent her from a further transgression, „Yet she must 
die, else she‟ll betray more men‟26. As Iago‟s insinuations built, the 
gulf between this perception of Desdemona as angel and the fear of 
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her being a whore grows, leading Othello in a void of confusion of 
doubt: 
…By the world, 
I think my wife be honest, and think she is not  
I think thou art (Iago) just, and then think thou art 
not.
27
      
In Othello‟s refusal to hear Desdemona‟s own protestations 
of innocence, Othello is very much a tragedy in which the female is 
subordinated by the male.  
Thus, it may be inferred from the above discussion that 
Elizabethan women were totally dominated by the male members 
of their family. They were expected to obey not only their father 
but also their brothers and many male members of the family. The 
underlying belief was that the woman belongs to a weaker sex, 
hence she can not express herself fully well and can not represent 
herself in the largely male-dominated society. Therefore, she was 
represented as a woman by her male-counterparts. What we find 
actually is that the male writers of different periods of British 
literature did the representation of representation as far as their 
female subjects were concerned.  
Plays by men have dominated our stages for so long that the 
male view of life is considered to be representative of the entire 
human condition. We do not find any professional woman 
playwright from middle ages until the restoration period when 
Charles II had been in exile in France where actresses dominated 
the stage and on his return to England he wanted to see women 
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acting women‟s roles, instead of the practice of having boys play 
women. Aphra Behn is popularly known as Britain‟s first 
professional women playwright. However, before her aristocratic 
women had written plays for courtly masques, one such example is 
Hrostwitha in the tenth-century, she was a nun and wrote religious 
plays in Latin, modeled on the plays of Terence and were 
performed by the nuns in the convent. But we can only guess at the 
kind of audience they played to. In this all female world, 
Hrostwitha was protected from male authority and allowed the time 
and space to develop her dramatic craft.  
From restoration period women started writing plays but they 
have disappeared from our stages because they have failed to be 
included in the dramatic literary „canon‟ that is passed from 
generation to generation. However, the beginnings of theatre 
history is assigned traditionally to the plays and practices of 
Athnian festivals of Dionysus in sixth and fifth century B.C. as 
Sue–Ellen Case notes in her paper “Classic Drag : The Greek 
Creation of Female Parts” that the notion of plays, acting, physical 
theatre space, costume mask, and relation of play to audience begin 
with these Athenian festivals. In the sixth century, both women and 
men participated in these ceremonies, but by the fifth century, 
when the ceremonies were becoming what is known as theatre, 
women disappeared from the practice.
28
 Historians and scholars are 
silent about the fact why women disappeared from the stage. There 
is no evidence for the specific date or occasion of the beginning of 
their omission. 
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We do not find women playwrights upto the nineteenth 
century with an exception here and there viz. in Restoration period 
as women started appearing as actresses on the stage. Aphra Behn 
is unanimously considered as the first professional woman 
playwright of Britain who wrote for the stage in the late 
seventeenth century. She was a middle class woman and is of the 
opinion that her husband‟s death forced her in this profession. She 
became a successful playwright but could not protect herself from 
the male gaze because her writing career as a woman was going 
against the accepted beliefs of her time. Women were expected to 
do menial jobs and other domestic activities like cooking food, 
rearing children rather than indulging in writing which is 
exclusively a male domain Aphra Bahn holds a prominent position 
as she made her living by writing plays and paved the way for other 
women to write. As Michelene Wander comments: 
The ambiguous position which women held 
in the theatre in those early days also 
extended to her; she was respected for her art 
and her politics, but she also represented a 
threat, as a woman who was economically 
and sexually independent that is more like a 
„man‟ than a „woman‟ and gossip reviled her 
for her supposed immorality, where it 
ignored the same behavior in men.
29 
       
Theatre has been a commercial enterprise and infact stands 
on its material gains. Plays are meant to be enacted on the stage and 
                                                 
29
 Michelene Wandor. Carry On Understudies: Theatre and Sexual Politics. London: Methuen, 
1981, p-122. 
  
 
 
36 
its success depends upon audience, and the approval of directors 
and producers. Women writing for the theatre had to face many 
hurdles and obustructions in getting their plays performed. This is 
because of theatre‟s hegemonic history. Theatre as an institution is 
male dominated. They only think in terms of loss and gain. Women 
writers are often considered to be unsuitable for long term 
investment. There is also a mistaken belief held by theatre goers 
that women‟s plays are domestic in nature and attracts a 
„specialized‟ audience of women only. In other words , plays by 
women do not have universal appeal.  
Women writers in the earlier periods of their emergence had 
a contradictory situation to deal with. Firstly, they do lack tradition. 
They had no tradition of great writers behind them like male writers 
of all ages have; secondly, they had to face the harsh criticism 
whenever they wrote and lastly, being a woman, had to hide their 
identities in order to avoid male bias and thus wrote under 
pseudonyms. 
As writers of plays, women scarcely figured on the literary 
map till twentieth century. However, they indulged in other forms 
of literary activities such as novel, diaries, letter writing etc. In the 
eighteenth century, women started writing novels in their privacy 
leaving the public world of book publishing and distribution to 
men. Their reading public largely consisted of women who were 
also writing and reading in private. The works of these women 
were being published and widely acclaimed, but the fact that they 
were women called for the censure and result was male pseudonym. 
The women wrote under male names in order to avoid rejection and 
harsh criticism of their works. Mary Ann Evans wrote under the 
  
 
 
37 
pseudonyms George Elliot, Emily Bronte under the name of Acton 
Bell. As Michelene Wandor makes a pertinent comment:    
The use of the male pseudonym was a 
response to a double standard: The work 
was in demand but there was a misogynist 
resentment at the women writing it. Such 
women were transgressing the Victorian 
belief that womanhood should be a passive 
vocation in itself.
30 
 
So, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century in 
England, most work by female authors was not seen by male critics 
as important enough to earn their help in preserving it or future, so 
both books and reputation were lost to time. However, Jane Austen 
is the only woman writer who has a well established place in the 
traditional canon before Charlotte and Emily Bronte, George Eliot 
and Elizabeth Gaskell turn up in the middle of nineteenth century. 
But recent historical and feminist research has shown that lots of 
women were writing when Jane Austen was alive, and many were 
well known by the reading public. And these women were, in act, 
following the footsteps of generations female authors. 
Despite this well established tradition so far as novel writing 
is concerned, all female authors in Jane Austen‟s time faced a 
number of obstacles. The opinion of the society was that unless 
they were rich enough to have uninterrupted leisure time, women 
should treat writing as just a hobby and concentrate on their 
domestic duties as a wife, mother, daughter, or sister. Another 
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difficulty was the risk o spoiling a good reputation. Though the 
eighteenth century lots of women had joined “Grub Street”- a term 
used to describe a world o London-based hacks who scrapped a 
living by writing for low-grade publishers- and therefore, increased 
the risk that women with literary ambitions would be judged in the 
same way as the female authors who churned out “bawdy 
romances” or wrote or the scandal sheets. A woman‟s reputation 
was so important that female authors were judged by both critics 
and the public as much on how respectable they were as they wrote. 
Whether or not they were writers, women were expected to live a 
modest and reserved life. Relatively new ideas about gender 
difference meant that women were now seen as special creatures‟ 
whose natural area of expertise was the home. Women who flexed 
their intellectual muscles by writing books that dealt with ideas or 
political themes rather than charming heroines and romantic 
intrigue were seen as a dangerous threat to the status quo. 
Like many middle-class women, Jane Austen choose to 
balance her love of writing and the need to stick to moral codes by 
remaining anonymous through out her career as an author. It was 
only just after she died that her name was made public. She also 
stayed in line with convention by writing about safe subjects . Her 
stories focused on domestic and emotional matters: family, love 
and marriage, and her plots generally centered on young female 
characters learning eventually how to be better people. Although 
Jane Austen used her talent in an extremely modest manner by 
modern standards, yet the point is that she ignored the prejudices 
against female authors and started to write. As an unmarried 
woman, she particularly enjoyed the chance to earn her own 
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money- with careers closed to them; women in her position 
normally had to rely on male relatives or financial support. 
Although Jane Austen wrote in the way that society expected 
her to work, which was admired for its wit and intelligence, greatly 
improved the reputation of female writers. Her realistic characters 
and social commentary also helped lay the foundation for the 
modern novel. In fact, her heroines are far from feminists, yet they 
point towards the future by being lively and independent. They 
also, unlike many female characters in fiction at the time, correct 
errors of judgment through their own experience rather than being 
taught to do so by men. In Pride and Prejudice Darcy has much to 
lean from Elizabeth as she does from him. 
Pride and Prejudice has delighted readers since its 
publication with the story of the witty Elizabeth Bennet and her 
relationship with the aristocratic Fitzwilliam Darcy. This novel is a 
humorous portrayal of the social atmosphere of late eighteenth 
century and early nineteenth century of England, and it is primarily 
concerned with courtship rituals of the English gentry. The novel is 
much more than a comedic love affair, however, through Austen‟s 
subtle and ironic style, it addresses economic, political, feminist, 
sociological and philosophical themes, inspiring a great deal of 
diverse critical commentary on the meaning of the work.  
Austen‟s novel is principally concerned with the social fabric 
of the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth century England, a 
patriarchal society in which men held the economic and social 
power. In an often satirical portrait of the men and women 
attempting to gain a livelihood, Austen subtly and ironically points 
out faults in the system, raising questions about the values of 
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English society and the power structure of the country. The novel 
contains many elements of social realism and it focuses on the 
merging of the bourgeoisie and the aristocracy during the era of the 
Napoleonic wars and at the beginning of the industrial revolution. 
This novel is also engaged in an ideological debate that drives its 
plot and defines the essence of its main character. Interested in the 
balance between pragmatism, or the necessity of securing a 
marriage and idealism, particularly Elizabeth‟s romanticism and 
individualism, Austen dramatizes her heroines struggle to find a 
place within the conservative social institution o marriage. The 
precise nature o this balance is not necessarily clear, and despite 
what seems to be a happy marriage, it may not be entirely possible 
to reconcile Elizabeth‟s independence and naturalness, the novel 
seems to work towards an ideological balance and an alteration in 
the fundamental aspects of these characters that will lead to a 
reconciliation of the themes that they represent.  
If judged from a feminist perspective, it shows female 
oppression, portrayal o the patriarchal society of the time, and its 
treatment o the possibility, fantasy, and reality of female power. 
This novel may be envisioned as a triumphant fantasy of female 
autonomy. However, Austen‟s exclusion of Mrs. Bennet from the 
social world reveals a persistent subjugation of women through out 
the novel. 
Similarly, Bronte sisters created several novels, written, at 
first, in secret, and published under fictitious names. Each sister 
choose the name of a man and passed themselves as brothers when 
they oared their books up to book publishers. In Victorian times, 
female writers were seen as less competent than male writers.  The 
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Bronte sisters also hoped to preserve their privacy by using pen 
names. 
The novels of the Bronte sisters centre on the difficulties 
faced by women due to the social expectations and mores of 
Victorian England. Most of these novels can be seen as early 
expressions of feminism where the protagonist struggle to gain 
independence and self reliance. The characters who are unable to 
stand up for themselves, or to gain some modicum of strength 
suffer greatly and are held up as models of failure and depicted 
with pity. Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronte is a complex and 
disturbing tale of desire, vengeance, and dysfunctional family 
relationship set in the English moors. It is primarily a commentary 
on the social structure of nineteenth century England. Through the 
story, Bronte puts forth a feminist critique of Victorian society.  
In the same way, Charlotte Bronte‟s Jane Eyre is an orphan‟s 
struggle to gain economic stability and respect in a time when 
personal freedom and self-reliance was difficult for women. These 
three literary trio of Victorian age, are important not only for being 
gifted writers, but for the themes they explored in their works. 
Their main characters are strong, intelligent women who stood up 
for themselves in a time when women were supposed to be 
subservient drones, ruled by male dominated Victorian society. 
They also explored the de-humanization of poverty and the threat 
of poverty for women without significant male attachments and the 
socio-economic status they could provide. Thus, life, in early 
Victorian period, was a brutal place for an un-attached female. 
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So, nineteenth century England was a time of strict societal 
structure. Women, in this time period were expected to be polite, 
meek and modest. One would understand why it would be difficult 
for a female author to operate under such circumstances. They have 
more than a man to overcome, if they are going to express 
themselves in this male dominated society. though Jane Austin, 
Emily Bronte, Charlotte Bronte, George Eliot, Elizabeth Gaskel, 
Virginia Woolf and so on have been included in the traditional 
literary canon, yet, they are marginalized because they were not 
allowed most of the time during their literary career to voice their 
real problems and feelings.         
So far as theatre and playwriting is concerned, it  is difficult 
to find off hand a really well known woman playwright in the 
twentieth century. Although eminent women like Doris Lessing and 
Lillian Hellman have written plays, yet they are known by their 
novels and not for their plays.  
Therefore, a brief survey of the evolution and growth of 
modern British women theatre would be in place. Since women 
have by now come to the centre stage, fully bent on doing their 
self-assertion, the study of British women drama would be a step 
towards understanding the thematic concerns underpinning their 
writings. The following chapter would infact be the study of New 
Woman whose stereotyped opposite has been fully well looked at 
in this chapter. 
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MODERN BRITISH WOMEN PLAYWRIGHTS:  
A BRIEF SURVEY  
 
 Theorizing women’s theatre history is a problematic one. The 
fact that there is no available record or written texts on women’s 
theatre makes it all too difficult to reach at a particular consensus. 
What we have is a representation of women as characters both on 
and off the stage. This representation is done by male writer which 
is often too biased and far away from reality. As theatre industry is 
male dominated, most directors, writers, stagehands, casts etc. 
consist of more men than women. Even the classical canons of 
plays are written from a male centered point of view which is 
unthinkably considered ‘universal’ and the ‘norm’. This male 
dominance of theatre industry where everything is seen, be it action 
or performance, from the perspective of male protagonist, creates a 
sort of gender imbalance. In this gender imbalance women is 
marginalized. 
 The women playwrights who appeared in different periods of 
history viz Restoration period, Victorian period and Twentieth 
century did not find any place in the theatrical history. It is 
unfortunate that the work of these playwrights is still overlooked. 
The fact that women may have been writing plays, but very few of 
them being professionally produced, most of the women 
playwrights were writing for the amateur theatre. Although women 
have been formative in the development of the novel as a literary 
genre, yet they scarcely figure in the literary map of theatre history. 
Women’s plays are being excluded from the theatrical canon 
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because of the assumption that they are domestic in nature and do 
not talk about universal issues. Women playwrights hardly get 
published and there is very little available in print which makes it 
difficult for women writers to be remembered as Michelene 
Wandor comments:  
There are a number of reasons for women’s 
relative invisibility as playwrights. The first is 
the perennial problem of publication. As a 
production process, the core of theatre is its 
live performance. Commercial success in 
performance is used as the yardstick by which 
to judge merit for publication. Since relatively 
few plays achieve commercial success, 
relatively few see the light of the printed page, 
and thus disappear from history. Without a 
text, plays cannot continue to be produced; 
and the publication of scripts by, for example 
Methuen, the largest drama publisher in this 
country, depends largely on the approval of 
the theatres which have produced the plays. 
Thus decisions about publication are 
essentially (if indirectly) made by theatre 
directors. This militates against women 
playwrights’ access to print.1 
So without a published text a playwright is likely going to be 
forgotten. As it is very difficult for women playwrights to get their 
                                                 
1
 Michelene Wandor. ‘The Impact Of Feminism On The Theatre’. Feminist Review. No-18, Nov-
1984, p-85 
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plays performed in the mainstream theatre world which is often 
male dominated and consequently no publishing, this lack of 
support from publishers and theatre management makes women 
playwrights vulnerable to disappearance and invisibility. 
 Since history is text based and, without ample texts available, 
it problematises theorizing a history. Plays are meant to be 
performed and a performance is ephemeral in nature this means 
without a written text it is going to be in void. This lack of 
published texts written by women makes it difficult to draw 
conclusions about women theatre history. Due to lack of 
publishing, plays by women disappeared from the stages and thus 
failed to be included in the dramatic literary canon. Cheryl Robson 
in her introduction to play collection Seven Plays By Women: 
Female Voices, Fighting Lives writes: 
Women playwrights are often considered to be 
unsuitable for long-term investment because 
they may take time out of their writing career 
to have children. With more plays by men 
being published every year, it’s not surprising 
that plays by a women fail to be included in 
courses of dramatic literature, that women’s 
drama is marginalized, treated as an optional, 
extra for women students-who usually 
comprise over fifty percent of any theatre 
studies department.
2 
                                                 
2. Cheryl Robson(ed.). Seven Plays by Women: Female Voices, Fighting Lives. London: Sure Metro 
Publications, 1991, p-5. 
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 Besides, theatre publishers are not only looking for good 
plays but also bankable writers who will be writing plays for ten 
years time, so that they can recoup their initial publishing 
investment. There is also a misogynist belief that a play by a 
woman is aimed at special audience of woman. However, feminist 
historians of theatre history has done a ground breaking work in 
recent decades especially in 1960’s when feminism emerged as a 
movement. They rejected male versions of female identity and 
experience as constructions of patriarchal ideology. Instead, they 
started exploring and rediscovering women experience from the 
texts written by women in different periods of history. 
 Historically, women have been more in evidence as 
playwrights at moments of social and cultural change such as 
during Restoration period, in the early parts of twentieth century 
and the 1970s, a small minority, disappearing when the social 
crises is over.
3
 Though women are absent from history and are thus 
visible on some occasions, especially during the social, political, 
cultural and economic crises which Honor Ford- Smith describes as 
‘democratic openings’, a moment in history in which there was 
possibility for those who are oppressed to intervene in history and 
transform their society,
4
 yet it could be asserted that women writers 
had by then decided to accept the challenges of the ’Brave New 
World’ and take the patriarchal system head on.  
 For feminist theatre historians to rediscover women’s theatre 
work erased by history has become altogether difficult. Since until 
                                                 
3
 Michelene Wandor. Carry on Understudies: Theatre and Sexual Politics. London: Methuen. 1981, 
p-122. 
4
 Elaine Aston, Janelle Reinelt. The Cambridge Companion to Modern British Women Playwrights. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000, p-3. 
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recently, women playwrights rarely appeared in theatre histories, so 
each generation of women in theatre has had to invent themselves a 
new. Since theatre histories are mostly written by male writers 
within the dominant discourse of patriarchy, this dominant 
discourse of patriarchal ideology problematises the theorizing of 
feminist theatre history. Charlotte Canning in her paper 
‘Constructing Experience. Theorizing a Feminist Theatre History’ 
argues that  
As feminists, they must discover a historical 
method that will allow them to tell stories of 
women in theatre without effecting their 
assimilation into the dominant discourse or 
so greatly distorting the theatre work that it 
oppositional potential is negated, so 
allowing the works’ appropriation by 
patriarchal interests.
5
 
 In fact, the hegemonic tradition of theatre history puts 
feminist historians of theatre in a contradictory situation. They, as 
historians, have to work within the male discourse of 
historiography which they distrust. This distrust of feminist 
historians of the patriarchal biases and assumption of theatre 
historiography as male further widens the ideological gap between 
the two. They felt the need to theorize and implement a feminist 
theatre historiography in order to recuperate women theatre work 
hidden from the history and the responsibility to critique that work 
                                                 
5
 Charlotte Canning. ‘Constructing Experience: Theorising Feminist Theatre History’. Theatre 
Journal, Vol-45, No. 4, Dec, 1993, p-529. 
*In Ontology, the view that some properties of objects are essential to them. Actually, essentialism 
is the view that, for any specific kind of entity, there is a set of characteristics or properties, all of 
which any entity of that kind must posses. 
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between the historical moment under consideration and the current 
movement in history. In order to construct women’s theatre history, 
feminists relied on essentialism* and the use of post-structuralism. 
Feminists primarily focused on the notion of ‘lived experience’ of 
women as a primary site for thought and action. 
 ‘Experience’ is the process of constructing an identity in 
context. The events, emotions, impressions and thought comprising 
that context are inseparable from the identity they produce. By 
attending to the ways that women produce and interpret 
experiences, the historian can break with the masculinist definitions 
that have governed history in order to make women historically 
visible on their own terms. Feminists put a strong emphasis on the 
events and feelings of ‘private life’ and their legitimate role in 
shaping the agenda of ‘public life’. One of the slogans of the 
Women’s Liberation Movement* was that ‘the personal is 
political’.6 This emphasis on personal experience over tradition and 
had its beginnings in the theory of ‘New left’. 
 Since the assumption is that theory and historiography had 
been based on norms and values shaped by oppressive ideologies, 
feminists sought a way to resist and discard those discourses. One 
way of this approach was consciousness-raising. In this 
consciousness-raising, experience was offered as a testimony which 
was discussed and analyzed as political material. This was intended 
to resist divisive effects of the patriarchy. Feminists demonstrated 
that women’s experience was not individual and unrelated 
                                                 
6
 The Cambridge Companion to Modern British Women Playwrights, p-62. 
* Refers to a series of campaigns for reforms on issues such as reproductive rights, domestic 
violence, maternity leave, equal pay and so on. In other words, women’s struggle to have greater 
control over their biological and in consequence, their social lives, was crucial to the WLM 
campaigns. 
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occurrences, but part of a large pattern in the material oppression of 
women. This new politicized understanding of experience became 
the basis for all political action. It was the male discourse of theatre 
history which dictated to women how, when and why they would 
appear. By foregrounding the lived experience of actual woman, it 
became possible to theorize women’s theatre history. Thus it was 
this exploration of lived experience of ‘actual woman’ which 
provided feminists with a method of defining feminist theory and 
identifying the relationships of power, resistance and experience. 
 Feminists rejected the notion that history is objective in its 
treatment. As all history is based on somebody’s experience, 
usually male experience which is presented as neutrally ‘universal’ 
so representation of women’s experience demanded new historical 
strategies and language sensitive to material. Since history is based 
on male experience which is considered to be universal, hence it 
can not adequately portray women’s experience, because history 
has excluded women and mystified male experience as universal.  
 The earliest attempts to theorize and offer a specifically 
feminist view of history were produced by the women in the ‘New 
Women’s History Movement’ in the mid 1970s to early 1980s. 
Women including Linda Gordon, Gerda Lerner, Carroll Smith-
Rosenberg, and Joan Kelly, wrote histories of ignored topics: the 
history of women and birth control, women and the family, or 
women and work.
7
Those were subjects that had not been previously 
considered legitimate for historical investigation. The New 
Women’s History Movement’ presented experience in a new way.  
                                                 
7
 ‘Constructing Experience: Theorising Feminist Theatre History’, p-532. 
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 In theatrical history, there is a mode of constructing a history 
not available to most historians in other disciplines. Through stage 
productions, women could create historical identities for 
themselves and offer challenges to male hegemony that had so long 
controlled theatre history both on and off the stage. As Charlotte 
Canning states: 
Women theatre practitioners created theatre 
pieces about historical women, Anne 
Hutchinson or the Countess de Markieviez 
for example, and about mythical women, 
using the figures of Antigone, Demeter and 
Persephone, or Electra to re-write the 
received mythic heritage that women 
believed had been corrupted and distorted 
by patriarchal culture.
8
                   
 So, feminist theatre practitioners often wrote the theatre 
history texts they felt need to exist by re-discovering the lived 
experience of ‘actual woman’ or connecting their own experience 
with the historical woman. However, poststructuralist theory 
immediately called into question the homogeneous definition of 
experience. Experience as expressed by consciousness-raising and 
New Women’s History Movement was an essentialising practice 
that relied on a notion of experience as unified and fixed whole 
having a centre. This notion of presenting women’s experience as 
authentic truth about a condition of being a woman was challenged 
by poststructuralists. 
                                                 
8
 ‘Constructing Experience: Theorising Feminist Theatre History’, p-533. 
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 Feminist historian used poststructuralist theories in order to 
confront or resist the specificity of male experience that had been 
universalized and mystified into a gender, class, race and sexuality 
as neutral history. As theatre discourse is written by male writers 
and in turn reflects male ‘experience’, this male ‘experience’ of 
history was challenged and it was no longer cast as a coherent 
expression of truth about women. Rather experience was treated as 
‘ones’ personal subjective engagement in the practices, discourses, 
and institutions that lend significance (value, meaning, and effect) 
to the events of the world.
9
 
 Feminists borrow from both essentialism and post 
structuralism as they construct their positions. As feminist 
historians draw upon variety of theoretical approaches to explore 
women’s experience in theatre, they often find themselves writing 
about things that did not happen, events that were not documented. 
Inspite of this re-discovering the experience of ‘actual woman’, it 
proved helpful in theorizing feminist theatre history. 
 Since feminist historians have been primarily concerned with 
the re-discovery of women’s playwriting which as such previously 
has been ‘hidden’ by the canonical values of patriarchal system, 
those values which for example enshrined Shakespeare, Ibsen, 
Brecht, and left Aphra Behn, feminists were quick to claim the 
periods of Suffrage and 1960s (feminist movement) as a high point 
for women’s theatre history. By doing this, they paid no or less 
attention to those women playwrights who were writing between 
two World Wars and upto 1960s. They devalue this period as less 
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interesting politically and formally. The women playwrights of the 
interwar period have been manoeuvred out of history to a great 
extent. Their works were denigrated both by critics and feminist 
historians. As they were writing realist domestic comedies, 
feminists were afraid ‘that realism as a dominant genre does 
nothing to challenge the status quo. In other words, realism served 
the dominant classes. 
 The years between two world wars and upto 1960s are 
considered less fruitful for woman playwrights in terms of 
feminism. As there was no visible or organized women’s movement 
during the inter-war period for their political inactiveness, so by 
focusing on certain periods of history as politically active such as 
1908 (Suffrage movement) and 1960s (feminist movement) which 
provided context for women playwrights, we do neglect a vast 
majority of women playwrights who were writing during 1918-
1962. It is assumed that women playwrights who were writing 
during inter-war period lack feminist perspective and innovative 
strategy and that their work does not warrant serious examination. 
 Thus, the feminist theatre historians who documented the 
placement of women in theatre focused on the plays and 
playwrights of specific periods (Suffrage Theatre) of women’s 
theatre history thereby ignoring those playwrights who wrote in 
less political environment. It is unfortunate that the work of these 
women playwrights is still overlooked. The playwrights such as 
Dodie Smith, Gertrude Jennings, G.B. Stern, Aimee Stuart, 
Clemence Dane, etc to name few, who were writing between inter-
war period and upto 1960s have been excluded within feminism. 
There work is often dismissed as they were writing for 
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commercially oriented theatre and were writing especially for 
middle class audiences. As their work does not fit in the analytical 
frame work of feminism, they are very easily excluded from theatre 
histories. As Maggie B. Gale States: 
Very little research has been carried out in 
recent years on the non-political theatre of the 
years between the wars and up until the mid-
1950s. From the point of view of theatre 
history, many of the female playwrights have 
been critically dismissed because the theatre 
of their era is thought to have been both 
middle class and lacking in either conceptual 
or ideological challenge. The general pattern 
of theatre history research negates their work; 
current ignorance about their contribution to 
British theatre is by no means entirely due to 
the false marginalizing practices of recent 
feminist theatre historians.
10
 
 The Actresses Franchise League (AFL) and its association 
with Suffragette movement is seen as example of a feminist theatre 
valid in its equivalent ideology and practice to that of the feminist 
theatre of the late 1960’s. However, there is rarely any passing 
reference to the theatre that followed the brief history of the 
Actresses Franchise league. Feminist historians have perhaps 
intentionally or unintentionally focused on particular periods of 
theatre history in order to highlight the periods of history of their 
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interest. This practice has done a great wrong to women’s theatre 
history as it signifies a particular period of history as being an 
exception in terms of women’s creativity and theatre. By doing 
this, they have foregrounded one group of writers at the cost of 
another. Hence, women remain on the margins and their creative 
presence is exception rather than the rule. This foregrounding of 
one group of women playwrights at the cost of the other by 
feminist historians of theatre history has again re-marginalized the 
women as ‘other’. 
 The women playwrights who wrote between the two world–
wars and upto 1960s are re-marginalized as ‘other’ and thus 
become invisible from the history. Maggie B.Gale argues that we 
need to rethink a feminist approach which values the radical at the 
expense of the conservative. Rather what we need to understand are 
the changing circumstances of women’s lives and their writings.11 
  Women playwrights who were writing between the inter war 
period and upto 1960s have in  common their gender and in general 
have leanings towards the conservative than modern feminist 
scholars would perhaps like.    
 This ‘lost generation’ of women playwrights writing between 
1914-to 1960s is generally ignored both by feminist and non-
feminist historians: Feminist historians ignore them because their 
work does not fit in the analytical frame work of feminism, and 
mainstream historians reject their work as ‘frivolous’ type of 
domestic comedies. It would be naive to overlook the works of 
these playwrights such as Gertrude Jennings, Giwen John, 
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Clemence Dane, Gordon Davoit, Margaret Kennedy, Aimee Stuart, 
Dodie Smith, Joan Temple, Enid Bagnold, Bridget Boland, G.B. 
Stern ad so on. These playwrights were writing during the inter-war 
period and were successful in their own time. Commercially, they 
were very successful and earned more money and acclaim from 
their theatre writings. However, the work is overshadowed by 
movements like Suffrage and Actresses Franchise League. As the 
Actresses Franchise League and Suffragette movements are seen as 
examples of a feminist theatre valid from the feminist perspective, 
they do reflect feminist ideology in letter and spirit. The years 
between the two world–wars are neglected in terms of re-
assessment of women-playwrights in particular and theatre history 
in general. Actually there was no organized political movement in 
the period in question. Michelene Wandor in this context writes:  
During the 1920s and 1930s organized political 
feminism was far less visible; struggles to 
improve the position of women within society 
continued, but less publicly. Organizations 
continued to argue and work around specific 
issues, such as contraception and childcare, and 
within working class organizations feminism 
still found a presence. But theatre work 
controlled by women, linking feminism and 
aesthetics, ceased to command its own space. 
There were a number of women who were very 
active within the Unity Theatre movement [---] 
and there was the occasional play about the 
‘women question’ equal rights for women, 
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equal educational opportunities, abortion. But it 
was only well after the Second World-War that 
feminism and theatre came together; this time 
in a greatly changed social and political 
situation in which radical post-war changes to 
the family had produced intense and 
contradictory pressures on women.
12
 
Wandor’s statement about the linking of ‘feminism’ and 
aesthetics in theatre can be taken as true and is based on a fact that 
happened to a feminist or women movement during this period. 
However, it suppresses the existence of many plays written by 
women who centered their narratives on the ‘Woman question’. It 
also negates the contradictory pressures on women which were felt, 
developed and grew in intensity continuously between the two 
world-wars and upto 1960s. 
The number of women playwrights who were writing during 
Edwardian period or for Actresses Franchise League continued 
their work throughout the war period. Most of them began their 
career as actresses working with Actress Franchise League which 
was formed in 1908. AFL lend their support to the campaigning 
activities of Women’s Suffrage Organizations. The two most 
important suffrage organizations at this time were Women’s Social 
and Political Union (WSPU) and National Union of Women’s 
Suffrage Societies (NUWSS). WSPU was more recognized for their 
militant activities and NUWSS continued to campaign through the 
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trade unions, and insisted that working women needed the vote to 
improve their conditions of employment. 
It is interesting that AFL offered their help to the league 
through their theatrical skills. Women being largely unaccustomed 
to and unskilled at public speaking, actresses helped to train the 
women of suffrage organizations with speaking skills. They also 
helped them with skills of impersonation. The impersonation skill 
was useful after ‘Prisoners’ Temporary Discharge Act, more 
popularly known as the Cat and Mouse Act, which meant that 
women, imprisoned for activities, might be temporarily discharged 
following hunger strikes, and then recalled to prison to continue 
their sentences.
13 
AFL members helped women with costumes and 
disguises to avoid capture.  
The Actress Franchise League helped suffrage members with 
the theatricality of demonstrations, staging political ‘spectacles’ for 
the ‘cause’ in general and this political climate of suffrage also 
encouraged women to learn new skill of playwriting in particular. 
The great demand for performances at suffrage events created a 
demand for writing. As a result AFL set a play department and 
appointed actress Inez Bensusan to run it.
14
 This venture was 
significant as it created the opportunity for women to write and see 
their work performed. The occasion and political event of suffrage 
determined the theme and content of suffrage drama. This suffrage 
theatre promoted a style of agitprop comic-realism*. The suffrage 
theatre proved to be very important as it produced a breed of 
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term agitprop. Agitprop is the use of artistic forms such as drama or posters to further political 
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women playwrights who were basically actresses.  Maggie B. Gale 
States in this regard: 
So we have a new generation of playwrights, 
trained as actresses, with significant experience 
of performance in professional theatre, who 
used playwrighting as a vehicle for expression. 
Perhaps as a result of this move into the position 
of woman writer, as opposed to female 
performer, the majority of plays centre narrative 
and plot on women’s lives, either within the 
domestic, work or historical context. Thus in a 
market economy where her position as actress 
set her in competition with other out-of-work 
actresses all looking for employment in 
productions in which male characters 
predominated, the move from actress to 
playwright was, as it would seem, a wise one.
15
  
This move gave an ample opportunity to women to write or 
to perform in plays written by women. As these plays were having 
majority of women characters and thus providing an opportunity 
for those actresses who were not able to get an employment in 
mainstream theatres which were male dominated.  
The work of the Actresses Franchise League has often been 
used as a spring board by feminist theatre historians as being first 
feminist theatre in Britain. AFL was perhaps the most successful of 
all ‘professional’ women’s organizations in drawing popular 
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attention and sympathy to the cause of female enfranchisement, 
much of the impetus and focus is on this suffrage theatre and no 
attention is paid to the events of the years between the end of the 
first world-war and the feminist theatre which came out of the 
political unrest of the late 1960s. Very little research has been 
carried out in recent years on the non-political theatre of the years 
between the two great wars and up till 1960s. Feminist historians of 
theatre history have critically dismissed many of the female 
playwrights of the interwar years as writing for conservative theatre 
lacked conceptual or ideological challenge. The general pattern of 
theatre history research negates their work as non-issue based. 
The women playwrights like Dodie Smith, Gertrude 
Jennings, G.B. Stern, Gordon Daviot, Joan Temple, Clemence 
Dane, and American Susan Glaspell, etc, who were writing during 
inter-war period, are ignored by theatre historians. Although they 
were not self professed feminists but much of their work positioned 
perceptions of the private lives of women inside the public arena of 
the theatre, foregrounding the female experience in order to create 
the central narrative in their plays. 
The context of British theatre was influenced by two world-
wars and the social, economic and cultural changes which were 
accompanied by it. Women’s identity during this period was in a 
constant state of transformation. The social changes brought about 
by war had affected women’s lives greatly. Women’s role within 
the home and work place changed immeasurably. The war provided 
an opportunity for women of all classes to move into the public 
sector and take on jobs. They were needed to work in industries 
during the war, but as soon as war was over and the men came 
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home, women were expected to get back to their ‘proper sphere’ of 
domesticity, whether this meant being back in their home, or 
working as low paid domestic servant in somebody else. Thus the 
woman was forced back to her domestic sphere. This created a 
sense of ‘dislocation both for men and women. For many women it 
was impossible to readjust with the domestic affairs.  
Inter-war years represent a period of history where the whole 
experience of womanhood was changing. After the first world-war, 
work was seen by many young women as an alternative to the 
drudgery of married life and motherhood. It was also seen as an 
escape from traditionally prescribed roles for the women who had 
worked in ammunition factories. Their work was highly appreciated 
during the war, but once the war was over they were dismissed. 
Whether women should work or not, continued to be an issue which 
concerned both men and women of the period.       
For women of all ages and classes, interwar years are 
characterized by enormous pressures to choose between work and 
the family and even after the Second World War pressures 
continued. During war period as women moved enmass and 
occupied a male domain of work and thus enjoyed the economic 
independence for some time. However, there was a consistent 
pressure on women in the first half of the twentieth century to 
choose between a’ feminine’ domestic life and an ‘unwomanly’ 
public life. When a woman moves into a traditionally male area of 
employment, her level of feminity is put into question. This 
thematic concern is found in many of the plays during inter-war 
period. For example G.B. Stern’s The Man Who Pays The Piper 
represents a serious attempt to analyze the relationship between 
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gender and socio-economic power. This play brings up all kinds of 
questions about the nature of feminity in relation to the need to 
work, whether one choose to work at all was often used as a 
contributing factor to a process of defining gender  boundaries. The 
women who chose to work were seen as being somehow ‘manly’ or 
‘unsexed’ women, even if the choice to work came out of necessity.  
Although many laws were passed during inter-war years 
which were aimed at equalizing women’s position within British 
society they were often open to interpretation and were rarely 
originated, worded or practiced without a gender bias. This bias 
was grounded in an assumption of women’s ‘natural inferiority’, 
irrationality or passivity’.16 
These laws being ‘the Sex Disqualification Act of 1919’, 
Factories Order Act in 1950, the Married Women’s Act, The 
Divorce Laws, The Buttler Education Act and so on were enacted. 
However, divorce was not generally seen as positive and it is not a 
subject which widely featured in plays of the period. A divorced 
woman was often seen as having somehow failed in her ‘proper’ 
duty as a woman. 
When the initial vote was granted in 1918 to women over the 
age of thirty who owned property women who had fought for equal 
rights did not simply disappear but their fight continued in a 
fragmented form. Even when the vote was finally given to women 
on equal basis to men in 1928, the struggle for equality continued. 
Actually, women were fighting for various causes such as birth 
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control, women education and work, and these issues continued to 
be the subjects of concern thence forward. 
In the interwar years educational opportunities improved, 
especially with the provision of free education for all until the age 
of fifteen. Girls were still not taught on an equal basis to boys. It 
was assumed that education should be given on the basis of gender, 
with girls being encouraged to take non-scientific subjects or to 
train for low-skilled, low paid work. Inspite of legislative as well as 
ideological reforms, such as the contraceptive movements by the 
late 1950s and into the early 1960s, women were still paid on 
unequal terms with men. They were educated to different levels, 
and expected to become mothers, house-wives and so on. 
During the inter-war period, there were consistent debates 
about the rightful position of women in society. The relationship 
between woman, work and family were of and on discussed. The 
women who had a burning desire to work and be independent were 
often frowned at and seen as somehow a signifier of abnormal 
behaviour. The women who wanted to follow what were 
traditionally seen as ‘male’ pursuits, encompassing independence 
and a professional life were problematized and seen as having an 
unresolved relation to the castration complex* as proposed by 
Sigmund Freud. In other words independent women wanted to be 
men.
17
 
The social changes that took place between 1918 and 1962 
were often problematic for women. The social needs increased by 
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Manchester University Pres, 1995, pp-97-117. 
* According to Freud women’s sexuality is based upon feelings of narciscism, masochism, and 
passivity, and the idea that they suffer from an innate form of inferiority complex known as ‘penis 
envy’. 
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these changes rarely correlated with either women’s desires or their 
lived experience. By the end of second world-war, the questions 
raised with regard to women’s employment were largely based on 
the assumption that work somehow disrupted and undermined a 
woman’s ‘natural’ role as a woman and so challenged ‘typical 
female behaviour. This fear was based upon the assumption that a 
woman’s first duty was to be a wife and mother, and that a desire to 
fulfill these roles were natural feminine trait. Women, choosing a 
career rather than motherhood and marriage were considered to be 
somehow abnormal. However, with the setting of the Welfare State, 
government intervention became more relevant to family life, and 
so legislation around issues of employment was bound up with 
governmental notions of what it was that women should be doing. 
It was assumed that women could serve their country better through 
their family management rather than through being part of public 
industry.
18
 
The majority of the plays written during inter-war period are 
set in traditional ‘female’ spaces such as inside the home, in all-
female working environment, and so on. Many plays have either 
all-female casts, or female characters are in the majority, and the 
plots are often centered around women’s lives and experiences. So 
during a period when we are led to believe by some theatre 
historians that there was no significant work being done by women 
in theatre, there is a visible wealth of playwriting which not only 
brings discourse centered on the private lives and experiences of 
women onto the public stage. These playwrights also created new 
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employment possibilities for actresses. Many of the women-
dramatists wrote self-consciously about the nature and conditions 
of women’s lives, their place in the economic order and their 
difficulty, not so much as finding a voice but in finding an 
acceptable and workable identity. One such example is G.B. Stern’s 
plays The Matriarch and The Man Who Pays The Piper. Both these 
plays would be dealt in detail in coming chapter on G.B. Stern. 
The two world-wars brought tremendous changes in the 
British social life in terms of loss, death and economic crises etc. 
The most affected community was women. War left many widowed  
as a result many remained unmarried. There was a growing social 
antagonism towards ‘single women’ who were labeled as 
‘spinsters’. Gale argues that change in attitudes influenced by the 
fact that first world-war losses imposed a limitation on the numbers 
of available unmarried men. Infact, this fact remains unvoiced. 
During the inter-war years, about a third of the women who had not 
married by the age of twenty-nine remained unmarried.
19
 
The spinster as stage character made frequent appearances in 
many of the plays of inter-war period. These spinster characters are 
often used as ‘fill in’ to the main plot for moments of comic relief 
or as a means of opposing one ideology with another. They share 
with many representations of single, working women, a defined 
series of characteristics, but are rarely the centre of narrative focus. 
For example ‘Feny’ in Dodie Smith’s Dear Octopus. 
The many playwrights of the inter-war period are also 
predominantly pre-occupied with the theme of ‘motherhood’. 
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Mother being a dominant figure in many plays written by women 
such as Dear Octopus by Dodie Smith, Family Affair’s by 
Gertrude-Jennnings, The Matriarch by G.B. Stern and so on. 
During inter-war period, motherhood was seen as a job for which 
women were seen to be most ‘naturally’ suited. As a result , women 
were becoming more and more isolated from the public world, and 
this is reflected in the plays through the predominance of the 
private domestic sphere as a key stage environment. The mother is 
often a protagonist in most of the plays. 
This representation of the mother and the family is prevalent 
in the vast majority of the plays written by women. The 
interrelationship between woman, mother, daughter and family, as 
a miniature of state, is often centralized. Mother as a protagonist is 
portrayed with some psychological or social reference to marriage, 
motherhood or the family. When thematic emphasis is on the 
mother and the family life, discourse on the fragmented experience 
of being both a mother and a woman is often present. 
Thus the majority of women playwrights during the inter-war 
period were pre-occupied with certain themes such as question 
around women and work, the family, mothering and the ‘female 
condition’ in general are dramatically foregrounded. There were 
discussions about women’s role in both post-war economics, 
marriage, family life, women’s social status. There is a constant 
debate and theorizing on what it meant to be a ‘woman’. 
Therefore, the two world-wars had a profound impact on the 
women playwrights writing between 1914 and 1962 in terms of 
social, economic, and cultural changes. However, the period 
between the two world-wars was less political than the women’s 
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movement during suffrage theatre. Bu it does not mean that women 
stopped writing as there were no active political movements. 
Despite many deficiencies and limitations, woman kept on writing. 
Their writing is informed by the changing social, economic and 
political conditions of the period in question. Although there was 
no visible feminist movement, yet they do reflect the feminist 
concerns in their writings. So, what is important is the way in 
which, as women playwrights, they represented ‘women’ in the 
public arena of the theatre at a time when ‘women’, the feminine 
and feminity were constantly undergoing a process of negotiations.       
However, the work of women playwrights writing during war 
period were critically devalued as a frivolous type of drama by 
many critics. As majority of plays written by women between 1914 
to 1962 focused on the lives and concerns of middle class women, 
issues around work and division of labor were highlighted. Since 
they are discussed by both feminist and non-feminist historians, as 
they were writing within the boundaries of realism, they were 
criticized because of their inclination towards sentimentality, the 
domestic nature of their plots, humour, etc. However, by writing 
realistic domestic comedies, they were consciously or 
unconsciously promoting an ironic mixture of conservatism and 
feminism. The conservative element is pronounced in the class of 
women about which they choose to write (writing about middle-
class life) as well as they choose to write in a dominant discourse. 
The feminism comes out through the conscious portrayal of women 
in the public sphere, whether through choice or necessity and in 
some cases both. They do not represent on stage the many strikes of 
women but they do write positive images of women at work. 
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This brief survey of the rise of Modern British Women 
Drama necessitates an in-depth analysis of the select works of some 
of the representative women playwrights of the period who asserted 
the female consciousness with a particular framework in mind. The 
following chapters would connect this survey with the prevalent 
thematic concerns of Dodie Smith, G.B. Stern and Gertrude 
Jennings in order to substantiate the different theoretical 
assumptions that we have had so far.      
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BALANCING ACT OF WOMEN IN THE SELECT  
PLAYS OF DODIE SMITH. 
 
Dodie Smith, an English novelist and playwright was born on 
May 3, 1896 at Whitefield near Burry in Lancashire in Victorian red 
brick semi-detached villa named Stony Croft. However, her family 
soon moved in Old Trafford, Manchester. The formative years of her 
childhood were spent in Manchester. Her father, Ernest Smith died 
when Dodie was a baby, and her mother, Ella Furber Smith remarried 
when Dodie was fourteen, at which time family relocated to London. 
In 1914 when the nation was undergoing a war, Dodie entered 
the academy of dramatic art (RADA), and her mother died of breast 
cancer. As a young woman, Dodie‟s first ambition was to be an actress, 
as a result, she enrolled herself at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art 
with the hopes of going on the stage. Due to her short height and 
unusual figure, she unsuccessfully pursued a career as an actress. In 
1923, she took a job in Heal‟s Furniture Store in London where she 
became store‟s toy buyer. As she still loved theatre and authored her 
first play Autumn Crocus in 1939 under the pseudonym C.L.Anthony, 
followed by several more hit plays, including Dear Octopus, she did 
not use pseudonym to hide her female identity or gender but as Valerie 
Grove, her biographer, mentions: 
She decided on the pen name of C.L.Anthony. 
She had always wafted prayers towards St. 
Anthony her girlhood favourite saint, and she 
had writing paper printed with an image of a 
pig with a crutch, St. Anthony‟s emblem, since 
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the Order of Hospitallers founded in his name 
allowed pigs to roam freely in the streets.
1
 
During the World War II, she and her pacifist husband Alec 
Beesley moved to America to avoid the British draft. There she wrote 
screen plays for Paramount and formed great friendship with other 
writers such as Christopher Isherwood, Aldous Huxley, and John Van 
Druten. Although Smith missed her home, she and Beesley stayed in 
America for many years after the war ended. The years that she spent 
in America was not fruitful for her creativity as she herself 
acknowledged that the years in exile have destroyed her creativity.  
Smith is best known as the most successful women playwright 
of her age.  She produced a couple of classic novels like I Capture the 
Castle during her years in exile in America; It was home sickness that 
inspired her to write this novel. Her another novel The Hundred and 
One Dalmation published in 1958 is another classic in its own right 
and now is considered a classic of children literature.  
She wrote many plays which were immediate hits in the West 
End Commercial managements. These plays are Autumn Crocus, Dear 
Octopus, Service, Call It a Day, and other plays like Touchwood, 
Bonnet Over the Windmill, Lovers and Friends, These People Those 
Books, I Capture the Castle, Amature Means Lover etc. Smith also 
wrote two volumes of autobiography such as Look Back with Love and 
Look Back with Mixed Feelings. Her long career of writing saw many 
ups and down and finally in 1990 she died. Before her death, she 
named Julian Barnes as her literary executor, a job she felt would not 
be of much work. Smith‟s personal papers and belongings are housed 
in Boston University‟s Howard Gottlieb Archival Research Centre, 
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which include manuscripts, photographs, art work and correspondence 
(including letters from Christopher Isherwood and John Gielgud).  
Historically, Dodie Smith is a less obscured playwright which 
provides one of the few exceptions to the general rule in that all her 
plays saw their first production under Commercial West End 
Managements. Dodie is more a creative writer and her writing does not 
aim at arguing or refuting patriarchal establishment, rather she keeps 
herself as part and parcel of the existing system and tries to create a 
room and space for herself within a main stream theatre world. She did 
not align herself with any movement and was considered highly 
professional woman playwright who was completely apolitical writer. 
2
 
In her writing, one cannot find direct or indirect reference of 
woman question or women condition of her era. Most of her plays are 
biographical sketches of her own life. She creates a sort of utopian 
world in her works which she missed in her real life. Although there is 
no visible radicalism or revolt against the establishment in her plays, 
yet she recreates and rediscovers women‟s experience and feelings. 
How women feel, think, experience within the boundaries of family 
institution seems to be her sole concern. Private world of women‟s 
experiences, emotions and feelings are no less important or frivolous 
compared to the public sphere which is male domain. For her, it is the 
stability of home as an institution which in turn is important for the 
greater good of nation. One can serve one‟s nation by making one‟s 
home an abode of peace and comfort. The working mothers or the 
working unmarried women in her plays are not despised or trivialized 
rather they are prized as builders of nation from the home front. She 
turns her protagonists as the symbols of Britishness. In this way, she is 
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unconsciously breaking the myth that women are passive, but are as 
good as her male counterparts in building the nation. A woman can be 
financially independent at the same time being loving and caring.  
Thus, Smith portrays the women characters in her plays as 
mothers, working unmarried women who are supporting their families 
financially, emotionally as well as psychologically. These women 
figures are turned into the signifiers of Englishness whether she is a 
shop girl or business woman. The women working inside the private 
sphere or in the public arena are not disapproved  but become the 
symbols of British culture. The abundance of female characters and her 
thematic focus on upper middle class and middle class women–their 
relationship with work and family shows her preoccupation with 
women characters and their feelings and experiences. A cursory 
reading of her plays shows the women characters, their relations with 
families, work and society. There are also autobiographical overtones. 
Her most famous play Dear Octopus, a domestic comedy, was 
first produced at the Queen‟s Theatre, Shaftsbury Avenue, London on 
September 14th, 1938 by Glen Byam Shaw in conjunction with the 
author. This play was an immediate West End hit. It is a play about 
family reunion, youth and age. It has five male characters and twelve 
female characters. Four generations of the family gather to celebrate 
Charles and Dora Randolf‟s „Golden Wedding Anniversary‟. Some 
members of family have not met for a long time. It is largely Dora‟s 
loving wisdom that makes this occasion a chance for her scattered 
brood to regain, within the security of the home, a new strength and 
purpose. The play is a light hearted celebration of the family as an 
institution the dear octopus from whose tentacles we never quite 
escape. 
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This three act play takes place on weekend in the late autumn of  
1938 at the country house of Charles and Dora Randolf during the 
celebration of their Golden Wedding Anniversary. They are joined by 
their four surviving children Hilda, Margery, Cynthia and Nicholas, 
Margery‟s husband Kenneth and their two children Flouncy and Bill, 
Dora‟s grandson Hugh, and his wife, Laurel, and their baby son, grand 
daughter, Scrap, their daughter in law Edna, Charles‟ sister-in-law, 
Belle, who has been living in America for twenty five years. Dora is 
supported throughout the weekend by her companion Grace Fenning, a 
family secretary. 
As the weekend progresses, the follies and foibles of family 
members become apparent. There is a nostalgia for lost youth which 
gives way to differing attitudes to the outset of middle and old age. In 
the very first act of the play, Nicholas despises family gatherings as it 
reminds him of old age and shortness of life. He feels nostalgic about 
his childhood days, although he is having an excellent job but 
spiritually he is lacking something as he remarks during the 
conversation with Fenny when she asks that it has been ten years for 
her to be in this wonderful family and she has strong feelings for this 
family:  
FENNY. I felt a bit like her. You were all at tea. I 
thought you were the most superb family I had 
ever seen. 
And Nicholas replies to this:  
NICHOLAS. But seriously. Sit down a minute, I 
feel like talking… I was walking around the 
garden just now, looking at all the bedroom 
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windows lighted up. There‟s something rather 
heart-breaking about family gatherings.  
FENNY. How do you mean?  
 NICHOLAS. Oh, I dunno exactly. I suppose they 
make you realize the shortness of life- old age 
simply rushing at one. You know, once one stops 
being a child, time seems to get the bit between its 
teeth. Do you known, I am nearly thirty five? 
3 
 Nicholas is longing for the lost youth. He feels nostalgic about 
his childhood days when family as an institution was intact. Those 
grand occasions like Golden Wedding Anniversaries remind him about 
the united families, which are now fragmented because of war and 
industrialization.  He is not feeling comfortable as there is a fear of 
fragmentation and isolation still lurking in his mind. The first World 
war has directly or indirectly heralded a change in the structure of the 
wealthy British family which was like an institution, due to the 
aftermath of war family is day by day scattering and there is a boom of 
nuclear families so coming home makes Nicholas unhappy and broody 
as he misses the family which was during his childhood days. He feels 
sorry for his family members few of whom died in the war and some 
are living of uncertain life. 
NICHOLAS. Oh, I always get these broody fits 
when I come home. We used to be such a nice 
looking lot of kids, and look at us now-Margery fat 
as a barrel, Hilda getting completely desiccated, and 
Cynthia sitting about registering the woman with a 
past.
4
     
                                                 
3
 Dodie Smith. Dear Octopus. Acting Edition by D.J. Smith. 1938, pp-35-36. 
4
 Dear Octopus, p-36. 
  
                                               
 
76 
 
 However, the play is interesting because it provides an 
extremely idealized picture of upper middle-class family life and of 
Englishness, and as such contains innate statements about the necessity 
of the family unit and its indestructibility. The „Dear Octopus‟ of the 
title symbolizes the family as treasured but feared institution. In the 
end of the play, the speech made in honour of the celebrating couple is 
both coercive and patriotic: 
NICHOLAS… “The family isn‟t what it was”. 
And there, most honoured Grandmamma, lies it 
strength. It is, like nearly every British institution, 
adaptable. It bends, it stretches- but it never 
breaks…. To the family- that dear octopus from 
whose tentacles we never quite escape, not in our 
inmost hearts, ever quite wish to.
5 
 Nicholas reaffirms his fear about family as a deteriorating 
institution in the closing scene of the play when he makes a speech in 
honour of his parents: 
NICHOLAS. We are an abstemious family, both 
in drink and speeches. We make one speech and 
drink one family toast -at Christmas, at New Year 
and at all our family gatherings. So we have 
always done, right back, I believe, into Great-
grandfather‟s day. But to-night wondering what I 
should say to you. It seemed to me another toast 
was called for. None of my generation remembers 
a Golden Wedding in this home and, indeed, I 
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think they are rarer throughout the world, in these 
days of later marriage and earlier divorce.
6
 
 He unconsciously expresses the fear of marriage and family as 
an institution which is crumbling down. There is a tone of sadness over 
the wanning of family values and authorities which once was binding 
force for its members. Now-a-days family has lost its authority and its 
principles are vanishing as he says : 
Who to-day ever feels any real family authority? 
Even the children do exactly what they like__
7
 
For the new generation, family as an institution has become 
insignificant. Family is treated as a trivialized thing which has no 
importance at all. But it is the family from which one never escapes. 
NICHOLAS. We grumble at our families, we 
treat them as a bad joke, we hear on every hand 
that family ties are slackening- and yet, we pack 
the trains at Christmas going home.
8
             
 
 
 Dodie raises a general question that if family and its values and 
principles are nothing, then why one is of and on attending the family 
gatherings or longing for its re-union. 
 The theme of motherhood is running throughout the play. Dora 
Randolf, the mother of an upper-middle class family, is very much 
concerned about the welfare and happiness of her family members. As 
in Act-I she acknowledges that she wants everyone to be happy 
although Dora believes that women should not be independent and 
certainly should not be business women as it destroys the family unit, 
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for her women are the household engineers. Their first job is to prevent 
family unit from fragmentation. In fact, she is disappointed by the fact 
that her daughter Hilda is a business woman and when her grandson 
Hugh tells her that Hilda is doing very well in business: 
HUGH. She‟s quite a big pot really, Grannie. I 
read an article on her the other day in a Pioneer 
Woman Series…. She‟s an Estate Agent. She‟s 
put through one or two pretty big deals in 
house property.
9 
Dora rather shockingly replies 
DORA. It‟s a surprise to me that Hilda knows 
the back of a house from the front.
10
 
 
 Dora, however, does not show any real disapproval of her 
daughter Cynthia who is living in Paris with a married man. Her 
relationship with Cynthia is bound by blood and as far as she is 
concerned, as it is more important for Cynthia to be a part of the family 
than to be judged an outcaste because of the choices she had made in 
her personal life. She accept, Cynthia irrespective of her own rigid 
principles and she is surprised to see such a drastic change in her 
mother: 
CYNTHIA. I suppose so, Mother how you‟ve 
changed. You used to be so strict in your 
ideas.
11
 
But as Dora accepts later in the play while talking with Charles 
that it is good to loose a principle than a daughter. 
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DORA. I was thinking how terribly shocked 
my dear mother would have been about 
Cynthia. She had such rigid principles…[..] 
But it is better to lose a principle than  lose a 
daughter.
12 
Here Dora sacrifices her rigid principles for the well being of the 
daughter. Dodie Smith makes some attempts to show Dora outside her 
matriarchal role, through the relationship with her husband‟s ex-
fiancée, Belle, who has been invited to the golden wedding anniversary 
celebrations. Belle is bright and garish but full of character and 
individuality, and through their relationship „younger‟ Dora is revealed 
as jealous and highly competitive with other women. 
Throughout the play, many themes are running parallel to the 
theme of motherhood. During the inter-war period areas of 
employment were limited for women but the vocation of secretary was 
at one and the same time sought and reviled. Pay was low and 
prospects limited, but for single women it was a respectable job. In 
Smiths plays, secretary is often a hovering background presence in the 
middle class professional family. Devoted to her work, with very little 
life outside it, she is often naïve and lovely and almost always has 
romantic intentions towards her employer. Grace Fenning is a family 
secretary of Randolf household. She is used as a means of opposing the 
„bad‟ woman with the virtuous one. She is devoted to the family unit. 
She is an outsider, a fact which provides an alternative, an outsider‟s 
view of the family. Through her work, however, she has been 
integrated into the family unit. She is a slender woman of twenty-nine, 
unobtrusively pretty with a pleasant unaffected manner. She wears old 
                                                 
12
 Ibid, p-86. 
  
                                               
 
80 
tweeds and is carrying a few chrysanthemums.
13
 She has virtually 
become an honorary family member. Fenny is loved by all because she 
helps the domestic servants and plays with the children. When others 
complain about the amount of work they are expected to do, Fenny is 
unremittingly loyal to her employers. She is central to the plot, and 
eventually comes to represent the future of the family unit.          
During the grand family celebration, Nicholas, the oldest son, 
who is witty and charming director of an advertising firm, finds himself 
sitting and chatting with her. He tells her: 
NICHOLAS. I am a thoughtless swine. You pop 
off to bed. You‟re a very sweet person, Fenny. 
You look about fourteen sitting there in your 
dressing gown.
14
       
He calls her a very sweet person and then puts her hand against 
his cheek, and remarks, „that poor little hand- just like a little nutmeg- 
grater‟.15 After the party, his sister-in-law reprimands him for „leading 
Fenny on‟ and during their recent encounter Nicholas criticizes Fenny 
for the way in which she behaved at the party. Later, he discovers that 
Fenny is considering a marriage proposal with a local chicken farmer, 
Nicholas becomes angry and tells her that she is „cheap‟. In true Dodie 
Smith style, the play has a happy ending when Nicholas realizes that 
his anger was caused by nothing other than jealousy and that, in truth, 
he is madly in love with Fenny. He proposes to her and she reveals her 
feelings towards him by refusing. 
FENNY…… No! Oh, how could you? I can‟t 
help loving you, I‟m not ashamed of it. It‟s been 
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my secret happiness for years.But to say that to 
me when I know it's meaningless! I‟m sorry. I 
expect you meant to be kind. But pity can be 
very humiliating. 
NICHOLAS. … men don‟t propose out of 
pity…. I really love you, Fenny.16 
 Fenny has the same love and loyalty for the family in the play, 
Dear Octopus - as if she were related by blood. But she is an outsider 
who has been absorbed by the fictional upper middle class family at a 
point in British history when life, as it was known, was again at the 
edge of change with once more war on the horizon of memories and of 
the way in which it heralded the change in the structure of the wealthy 
British family. Thus, the outsider provides future structure and security 
for a traditionally closed social unit, the foundations of which are 
beginning to crumble.  
 There are autobiographical overtones throughout the play in 
which Smith recreates both childhood and adulthood experiences and 
longings. Throughout her life, she wished about the large families 
surrounded by cousins, uncles and aunts. Dear Octopus is a play where 
everything is manifest in all its mutations as Valerie Grove her 
biographer states: 
All four generations of Randolpfs, gathered 
under one roof, sprang to life: the 
septuagenarian parents, the eccentric daughter, 
the bovine married daughter, and the guilty one 
who had not been home for seven years while 
having an illicit affair („me again‟, said Dodie); 
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the bachelor son, the lively great-aunt Belle who 
says, „my hair has been so many shades I forget 
the original „colour‟, and the amusing children, 
including the one who says the rudest things he 
knows: „District Nurse‟. There was a quarrel 
scene, a nostalgic tea in the old nursery, and an 
unexpected romance. 
17
  
Thus, Dodie had created her home where she spent her child 
hood days and was surrounded by uncles, aunts and her cousins at 
Furbers in Manchester. In this play, like Cynthia, Dodie had also had 
an affair with a married man in real life such as Ambrose Heal at his 
furniture shop. This auto-biographical tone recurs in many of her plays. 
Smith‟s another three act play Service which was produced by 
Basil Dean at Wyndham‟s Theatre on October 12th, 1932 and is about 
depression and unemployment in Great Britain during the time of war. 
This play shows how the war affects the classes of society, be it upper 
middle class or lower middle class families. In this play, Smith has 
portrayed women characters in such a way that they become the 
symbols of Englishness in its pure sense. Here, it is again women who 
come forward and support their families both economically and 
emotionally at the time of war. The play is predominated by women 
characters. There are working women and working mother figures who 
support their families financially by choice or by necessity and are not 
despised or looked down upon as they enter the male dominated sphere 
of work. Rather, Smith eulogized them and turned them into the 
signifiers of Britishness. 
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Service is a story of two different classes of family during the 
war time and how they cope up with financial crises which the war 
brought about and the way it affects their lives. Gabriel Service‟s 
family faced with the possibility that their established firm will have to 
sell out, only rally round at the last moment, worrying about the loss of 
the buy out will cause them personally. His young wife Isobel even 
leaves him and becomes involved with a rich younger man. In contrast, 
the family of the sacked employee, Timothy Benton, springs into 
action. Benton‟s household consoles him. When Benton reaches home, 
after getting sacked, he is dejected but he finds solace in the support 
which his family provides. His wife, as well as his kids stand up to 
support their family unit and save it from fragmentation and 
destruction: 
ELSIE: It‟ll come right, Dad. We‟ll all pull 
together- won‟t we Wille? 
WILLE: „Course we‟ll. Don‟t you worry Dad. 
BENTON: Thanks, Wille. Thanks, Elsie, old girl.  
WILLE:… Well, I think I‟ll just ship up and 
change now. Cheer up, Dad.
18
 
 
Mr. Benton has got a motherly figure in terms of Mrs. Benton, 
his wife who not only heads her household but also gives her charlady, 
Mrs Munsey, extra hours because she is a widow managing a family 
on her own. However, the extra hours are withdrawn when Mr. Benton 
gets the sack. As she remarks: 
MRS. BENTON: It‟s no use thinking of her now- 
we‟ve got to think of the home. Look, Dad, put 
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your feet up and have a bit of a rest. we‟ll discuss 
things when I‟ve got the dinner in.19 
By the first scene of the third act, the Bentons front parlour has 
completly changed: 
The Bentons‟ sitting room, but it is very much 
changed. Gone are the aspidistras, in the bay- 
window; in their place in a makeshift stand for the 
display of confectionery, with small glass shelves, 
at present empty. Near the window are two small 
round tables and chairs- a very immature café. The 
large dinner table is still in the middle of the room 
but it is now covered with white American cloth; 
on it are a few chocolate boxes and biscuit tins. The 
armchairs have disappeared and much of a bric-a-
brac. The room is now a curious mongrel, half 
shop, half sitting room.
20 
 Mrs. Benton has become a cook, it is she who manages the 
family affairs. The matriarchal attitude of Mrs. Benton of controlling 
and supporting the family and keeping it intact from fragmentation is 
lacking in Gabriel Service‟s home. When Gabriel Service mentions 
sacking of Mr. Benton to his daughter, Caroline, to which she 
responds: 
CAROLINE: Don‟t worry any more about Benton. 
He‟ll be all right. He‟s got a nice motherly wife- I 
remember her at the staff garden party. She‟ll buck 
him up like anything – and I expect he‟s got 
children, too. 
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SERVICE: Yes, he has-two 
CAROLINE: Well, they‟re sure rally round him, 
families always do. 
SERVICE: Would you rally round me if Service‟s 
went smash? 
CAROLINE: Of course we would. Rally till we 
bust.
21
 
Gabriel Service does not find warm support from his family, 
especially from his wife who is least bothered about family business of 
Service‟s. His house is cold with an air of sadness. However, Benton 
women are drawn in sharp contrast to the women of the Service‟s 
family who do not join in the family workforce until the last moment. 
Though, for the Bentons, the distance between wealth and poverty is 
far greater, it is Mrs. Beton‟s wisdom that she puts her cooking and 
culinery talent in work for the welfare of her family and inturn for the 
welfare of the nation, her young son sees himself as the business 
manager and is in awe of his mother‟s secret culinary talents: 
WILLIE: What beats me is the way you‟ve known 
all about this posh cooking for years and never let 
on. 
MRS. BENTON: … You always knew I was a 
baker‟s daughter. 
WILLIE: Yes, but what‟s a baker- Just loaves and 
things. Tell you what you are, Mum- you‟re a 
specialty cook.
22
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Willie has aspirations to build the business up into a chain of 
stores, on a small scale to Service‟s, the business from which his 
father was sacked. Mrs. Benton is quite clear, however, that: 
MRS. BENTON: Then put the pasties in. It‟s all 
very well getting these classy orders, but it‟s the 
regular trade that keeps us- the girls going to 
business and such.
23
 
Here the family is not despising or disapproving a young woman 
working outside the domestic sphere. Elsie, a young girl working as a 
typist is not rejected but rather prized as a regular bread earner of the 
family which keeps it going. 
The situation in Gabriel Service‟s house-hold is quite 
contradictory to Benton. There is no mother figure in his family. His 
family scatters even before the destruction. Isobel, wife of Gabriel 
Service, seeing the tragedy coming near, elopes with a „younger‟ man, 
though there may be other reasons. She accuses Gabriel Service of not 
giving her his time and he having no imagination. The family of 
Service spends money extravagantly without caring for their family 
business, which has two hundred years of history. His daughter 
Caroline and son Michael comes at the last moment along with the 
staff members to save the business from getting smashed. 
In this play, Dodie Smith again re-affirms the importance of 
family as an institution which is important for the well-being of the 
nation as a whole. Smith is also raising question regarding the 
generational gap which if not bridged in time will prove disastrous for 
the family in particular and nation in general. She is re-affirming the 
fact that private sphere of family is as important as the public sphere of 
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business. The family of Gabriel Service hates the business or the name 
of the Service‟s. The fact is being substantiated when in Act II Scene 
II, during his conversation with Geoffery, when he asks Service it is 
better to talk letting off your business to nasty Stoners to your family, 
the dialogue lets surface some pertinent observations: 
SERVICE: Not enough to make any difference. 
Besides, there‟s my wife. She hates the business 
and all it stands for. 
GEOFFREY: How beastly of her- I‟m sorry, sir.  
SERVICE: No Geoffrey, it‟s not beastly, it 
natural. Three years ago I married a young and 
very beautiful woman- Twenty years too young 
for me. She‟s my daughter‟s generation, not mine. 
They see things differently, I‟ve realized that. But 
because I‟ve never had time to bridge the gap of 
years- or because I‟ve been lacking in 
imagination__
24
 
Today‟s younger generation is least bothered about family 
values and principles. They want a life of their own instead of being in 
the artificial cage‟ of family values. Smith is emphasizing the fact the 
private sphere of women‟s world is as important as the public sphere. 
Family as an institution where women are centre stage is necessary for 
building a good nation. Gabriel Service has neglected feelings and 
emotions of his family members at the expense of building his business 
establishment which has a two hundred years of history. As a result, he 
did not get support from his family members till the last moment. 
When he talks with his wife about the possibility of bankruptcy and 
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destruction of family business, again some revealing judgments and 
observations are made by his wife: 
ISOBEL: Yes- but it doesn‟t mean anything to me. 
I‟m sorry, Gabriel. I‟ve got a good many faults but 
insincerity isn‟t one of them. I hate the shop.  
SERVICE: How can you hate what means so much 
to me? 
ISOBEL: Perhaps that‟s why I hate it. Caroline‟s 
right- there is not much of you left over from the 
business.  
SERVICE: Do you mean I have neglected you? 
ISOBEL: Not exactly, you‟re kind and considerate 
husband. 
SERVICE: God! That sounds pretty dull. 
ISOBEL: It is a bit. The trouble is, we want different 
things in life. You think my pleasure vulgar-cheap-
but they‟re my way of expressing myself just as the 
shop is yours.
25
 
 From the feminist perspective, Isobel‟s indifference seems 
genuine as she has been neglected by her business man husband. She 
needs his time, love, concern and not only money. Although her 
husband provides her best possible financial security, yet he neglects 
her emotions and feelings. The private lives of women‟s experiences 
and feelings are not less important. Smith sees the emptiness and 
hollowness of progress where women‟s emotions and feelings are not 
recognized or understood. 
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 Thus, Dodie Smith raises many questions regarding the lives of 
women, their condition and experience. Although the play is 
sentimental in nature, yet it never fails in raising many issues regarding 
women and their feelings and emotions within a particular social 
structure. 
 Dodie Smith as a playwright is altogether different from her 
contemporaries in her approach. She does not attack or revolt any 
dominant ideology rather she works within that ideology. Her women 
protagonists are not anguished or revolting. They do not attack values, 
customs or the established order. She brings the private lives of women 
and their experience on to the public world of stage. In most of the 
plays that Dodie wrote, she recreates her childhood experiences and 
adventures. The theme of young women having an affair with married 
man pervades,‟ Elsie in Call It A Day and Fanny in Autumn Crocus. 
All these heroines are working women and find romance a better 
option and convenient rather than marriage. 
 Her first famous play Autumn Crocus was first produced at the 
Lyric Theatre, Shaftesbury Avenue, London, on the 16th of April, 
1931 by Basil Dean. It was an instant hit. The play is about two 
women Edith and Fanny Gray, both unmarried and working women 
who are on tour to continent. They stay at a countryside hotel in 
Germany. The inn keeper Err Steiner, a young and handsome man 
takes a sudden fancy to a pretty young woman, Fanny, who is not 
nearly as young as she looks, and makes with her an appointment at a 
shrine on a nearby mountainside. Here, he tells her that he loves her, 
and very casually mentions his wife. Eventually Fanny renounces him 
and departs. 
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 The play is full of women characters, most of them are married 
and belong to different class and status. The theme of family, love, 
marriage and work run throughout the play. Fanny, the protagonist of 
the play is caught in the dilemma whether to have an affair with a 
married man or to carry her job as a teacher in a school. At the end, her 
colleague, Edith, tells her: 
EDITH: But I must. This may ruin your life. 
Have you thought what it means? You can  
never come back to the school 
FANNY: why not? 
EDITH: Miss Hill would never keep you.
26
 
       Though earlier in the play Fanny reveals that she is working 
because of necessity, because her parents have died earlier and she has 
to support herself financially by working in a school, as in Act II, Scene 
3, Fanny would inform Steiner: 
FANNY: I haven‟t any home. 
STEINER: Your father and mother? 
FANNY: My mother died when I was little and my 
father when I was twenty two. That‟s why I have to 
earn my living- he only left me forty pounds a year.
27
 
 The unmarried women of marriageable age were despised at that 
time. They were called spinsters. The inter-war spinsters were often 
ridiculed or seen as threat to the development of the nation especially 
if a spinster was „man-hatter‟.28 Though Fanny is a spinster, yet she is 
not a man-hatter as she loves Steiner from the core of her heart. But at 
the same time, she is hesitant to stay with him as he already is married. 
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However, there is some unknown fear which prevents her marrying or 
staying with Steiner. There may be a fear of losing job, and the power 
that it entails. This may be the reason why at the end she decides to 
accompany Edith rather than staying with him as his mistress and thus 
being financially dependent. 
 Steiner is a mother figure who provides safe and secure shelter 
to his guests. His guest house is like a home of Dora Randolph, but 
Fanny does find her security jeopardized in Steiner‟s home as she has a 
potential rival in the figure of Frau Steiner, wife of Steiner. At first she 
reciprocates his love and decides to stay with him but as she comes to 
know that Steiner already has a wife she is shocked: 
FANNY: Please don‟t touch me. Oh, don‟t you 
understand? It‟s wrong- it‟s wicked- your wife-Oh, 
why did you tell me? Why didn‟t you let me go? 29 
 However, she does find security of home in the matriarchal 
figure of Edith whom she trusts most and is also dependent on her both 
financially as well as emotionally. Edith is very much concerned about 
the welfare of her friend and thus prevents her from marrying with 
Steiner. 
EDITH: It doesn‟t make any difference- he‟s a 
peasant…..Fanny hasn‟t our friendship meant 
anything to you? I‟m fonder of you than anyone in 
the world, and if this happens. I shall never be able to 
look at you again. It isn‟t that I‟m narrow minded, 
but it‟s just unthinkable for you. Heaven knows, if it 
were a happy marriage I‟d be glad for you, but this-! 
30
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 Though there are homosexual overtones yet, nevertheless, it is 
Edith‟s loving nature that prompts Fanny to accompany her instead of 
staying with Steiner. 
 There is a spinster character in the guise of Miss Mayne who is 
often ridiculed and despised. On some occasions, she becomes a comic 
character. She is being given a limited appearance and often becomes a 
„barrel of fun‟ and is used as „fill in‟ to the main plot for moments of 
comic relief or as a means of opposing one ideology with another. The 
spinster characters are rarely the centre of narrative focus. Miss Mayne 
is portrayed as an idiot with little sense. She is often ridiculed for her 
awkwardness and abnormal behavior and has got a „curiosity complex‟ 
as Alaric tells Mr. Mayne that Miss Mayne of and on spies on other 
people‟s conversations and private things. 
ALARIC: Splendid- I knew you had the right 
instincts. Now, all we ask you is to explain your 
dear, delightful sister that we are two 
conscientious young people conducting a serious 
experiment. There is nothing at all daring or 
exciting about us, and we wish to be left in perfect 
peace to study our reactions to each other. Hang it 
all, we have had enough trouble with our parents 
in England without being watched over here.
31 
 Mr. Mayne‟s reply to this follows:                   
MAYNE: But she‟s lived a very sheltered life- 
I hardly like- 
                                                 
31
 Autumn Crocus, p-579. 
  
                                               
 
93 
AUDREY: But don‟t you see it‟s your duty, to her 
as more as well as us? She‟s obviously got a very 
dangerous curiosity complex. 
ALARIC: She might do anything- 
AUDREY: Probably assault Herr Steiner__
32
 
 Spinsters were thought to be having some sort of abnormality or 
suffering from madness. The madness and abnormality of Miss Mayne 
is confirmed later in the play when she goes all alone for a walk and 
comes back half naked in state of a frenzied condition. In ActII Scene 
I, when Miss Mayne appeared, she is described as follows: 
The door opens and MISS MAYNE makes a 
dramatic entrance. She has no hat, no coat, and no 
mackintosh. The sleeves have been taken out of 
her blouse, but she has put them on again and 
rolled them round her arms. She stands blinking at 
the light.
33
 
Everyone on the stage is shocked by her appearance and 
abnormal behavior. She looks like a buffoon and is in a horrific 
condition. 
The most important aspect of the play is an episode of Audrey 
and Alaric whereby Smith propounds a theory of eugenics*. She does 
not believe in conventional marriage with all its dullness and 
narrowness on the one hand and she lampoons spinsterhood on the 
other hand. She believes in romance and love rather than marriage for 
the sake of convenience. The idea that one should marry for love rather 
than convenience, and that marriage itself could be based on the 
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partnership of souls, is  much centered on economic interests as a plain 
talk of  economic could be as after all something related with self-
satisfaction does prop up there also. Here the influence of Bernard 
Shaw on Dodie Smith seems apparent. As her biographer, Valerie 
Grove, says that years later Dodie realized how great Shaw‟s influence 
had been and then quotes her, „and I can‟t think of a better one for a 
child of my period‟.34 
In the first act of the play, there is a long conversation between 
Mayne, Alaric, and Audrey. Mayne rejects and despises Alaric- 
Audrey love affair and calls it escapade.  
MAYNE: I was about to try to make you realize 
the utter folly and wrong- headedness of your er-
liasion-but really, in the very limited time that 
remains for lunch-
35
 
To which Audrey replies: 
AUDREY: Of course, your generation‟s always so 
flippant about sex. Lok how you behave- rushing 
lightly into matrimony, peopling the world with 
unwanted children, thronging the divorce courts-  
MAYNE: I had never thronged a divorce court- 
ALARIC: Probably you have never married- which 
is in itself, a crime against the state. The duty of 
every healthy male is to find a suitable mate- one 
who, by bringing the necessary feminine attributes 
naturally omitted from his ego, will complete that 
ego, enabling it and its female counter-part to vibrate 
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in plastic rhythm- united, yet individual -in dual 
unity with the harmonic cosmos.
36
 
 Smith is highly philosophical in her attitude of love, marriage 
and family. It seems she rejects the conventional union of male and 
female with all its awkwardness. To her, union between man and 
woman should be a matter of convinience and understanding. Thus 
Smith is satirizing both the conventionality of relationships as well as 
spinsterhood. 
 Throughout her plays, Dodie Smith recreates her own 
experiences as a young girl. In her play, Call It A Day, she recreates a 
dreamy young heroine with a passionate love of art and literature like 
Ann. In her plays, there are young women chasing married men which 
more or less pervades in all the works. Call It A Day is a play in which 
all such themes are vividly portrayed. 
 Call It A Day was first produced at the Globe Theatre, 
Shaftesbury Avenue, London, on the 30th October, 1935 by Basil 
Dean. It is a play about family and family life, motherhood with 
overtones of Dodiesm. The play has  abundance of women characters. 
There are eleven women characters and five female characters. The 
narrative focus is on the women characters: what women feel, think 
and experience in their private sphere of domesticity is brought to the 
public domain of theatre world. 
 The theme of motherhood with all its mutations runs throughout 
the play. Dorothy Hilton, a matriarchal figure, is a household 
„engineer‟, serving what she perceives as being the needs of her 
children, controlling access to family information and indeed the 
structure and activities of the family unit itself. She is the resolver of 
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family conflict and the maintainer of order and peace within the 
family. Dorothy is very much concerned about the abnormal behavior 
of her daughter, Catherine, who seems to her a bit restless and out of 
peace, as she remarks and tells her husband that really there must be 
something wrong with her. Roger seems to be less concerned about the 
private life of his children and takes Catherine‟s behavior for granted 
as a phase in one‟s life: 
 DOROTHY: Roger that child was hiding something  
 ROGER: Rubbish. You fuss over them too much.
37 
 Catherine is a beautiful girl and is visiting a famous painter, Paul 
Francis, to get her portrait done. It has been a privilege for Francis to 
paint such a beautiful lady. But Dorothy is preoccupied by the fact that 
her daughter may be in love with him. She expresses her fear to 
Catherine as follows: 
DOROTHY: ... Cath, what is the matter with you? 
CATTHERINE: Nothing‟s the matter with me. 
DOROTHY: But there must be something. You‟ve 
been so restless and discontented lately. Why don‟t 
you take something up? 
CATHERINE: What can I take up? I‟m no good at 
anything. I suppose I could go on the stage 
DOROTHY: Have you got a sitting this afternoon? 
CATHERINE: yes 
DOROTHY: I suppose Mr. Francis isn‟t- there‟s 
nothing- 
CATHERINE: What do you mean? 
DOROTHY: Well, sometimes married men- 
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CATHERINE: Mother, how can you? I think you‟ve 
got a thoroughly nasty mind. If you want to know, 
Mrs. Francis is there nearly all the time.
38
 
 Though Catherine refuses to let the truth out but in actuality she 
is in love with Paul Francis. It is the motherly concern of Dorothy 
Hilton which prompts her to worry and to keep a close vigil over her 
family members. Roger seems to be least bothered about the family 
matters. It is Dorothy who keeps every information and knowledge 
about her family. She even reprimands her younger daughter, Ann, for 
having morbid thoughts. Throughout the play, her sole concern is to 
keep her family intact and happy. 
 Dodie Smith is unique from all other women playwrights. She 
has a fascination for married men. Even in her real life, she had an 
affair with many married men. The chasing of married man by young 
girls and single working unmarried women pervades throughout her 
plays. Catherine, the eldest daughter of Roger Hilton, chases a married 
man, Paul Francis. She is deeply in love with him irrespective of the 
fact that Paul has no such feelings. This adolescent female personality 
repeatedly reappears in her plays in a series of precocious girl 
characters who seemed to be poised between childhood and adultery. 
Catherine is very desperate in making relationship with Paul and in a 
conversation with Paul she expresses her feelings: 
CATHERINE: …Paul, what is it? What have I 
done? I am terribly sorry about the shawl, but you 
changed to me last week- before you bought it. 
What is it please? I‟ll go mad if you don‟t tell me. 
PAUL: … My dear child- 
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CATHERINE: Have I done something? I‟ve 
thought and thought-right through the nights. Oh, 
it‟s been so awful- I can‟t even cry because of Ann 
hearing. Is it just that you‟re tired of me- just in a 
few weeks? 
39 
Catherine feels sorry for the coolness and indifference of Paul Francis. 
It is even difficult to bear this indifference of Paul towards her. This 
chasing of married men by young women in Dodie‟s plays is 
predominant. She is preoccupied by this phenomena which is more or 
less only found in her plays during the period in which she was 
writing, perhaps she may be creating her alter-ego which remained 
unfulfilled during her own younger days. 
 During the inter-war period in Britain, there was unemployment 
across the length and breadth of the country for women especially. 
However, the job of secretary both in the domestic arena as well as in 
the arena of public world of men, was at one and the same time sought 
and reviled. Though there were limited incentives, yet it was a 
respected Job. In plays of the period of the war, secretary is often a 
hovering background presence in the middle class professional family. 
Women secretary is often devoted to her work with very little life 
outside it. Most of the times, secretary is treated as naive and lovely. 
She is portrayed as character in the plays having romantic intentions 
towards her employer. 
 Elsie, a devoted secretary of Hilton who is a London chartered 
accountant, and is waiting for his last client of the day to arrive. She 
suggests Hilton if they were to work too late as she „loves her work‟, 
he will feel clear the next day. He likes the suggestion and offers to 
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drive her home after they have finished working. Hilton then gets 
caught up with a late client who, much to Elsie‟s consternation, has 
taken it upon herself to rearrange the office flowers. The time spent 
with the glamorous female client undermines Elsie‟s perceived 
closeness with Mr. Hilton who, as he is running late, withdraws his 
offer of a lift home and tells Elsie to take a taxi with money from a 
petty cash instead. Her response is of forlorn and rejected women: 
ELSIE looks after him, disconsolate. Then she 
goes to the window and looks out at the early 
evening sunlight. She sees the broken knob of the 
shutter on the window seat, picks it up, tries to 
replace it, puts it down. Then she closes the 
window, picks up BEATRICE‟S tea cup, crosses 
to the desk and gets the letter to post. For a 
moment she looks at the ravished bowl of scillas. 
Suddenly she gives a little gulp of tears and takes 
out her handerkerchief. She goes out of the room, 
repressing her tears with sniffs.
40
 
 The autobiographical elements are vividly portrayed in the 
character of Ann Hilton. Ann, a girl of sixteen, has a tremendous love 
of art and literature. Dodie herself acknowledged that the only 
photograph in any of her plays is „Ann‟ in Call It A day. Dodie once 
told a reporter, who is myself in my girlhood‟. Ann is clever, literary 
arch. But it is her sister Catherine who flings herself at a famous artist 
while being painted by him at in studio (Shades of Dodie and 
McDermott) right under the nose of his complaisant wife.
41
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 Ann has a deep love for art and literature especially poetry of 
Rossette. During conversation with her mother, she feel disgusted 
reading algebra as she doesn‟t comprehend it: 
DOROTHY: Now, Ann- I am not going to get you 
off algebra I got you off science- 
ANN: But it‟s only so that I can spend more time 
on really important things- like- poetry__ 
DOROTHY: And what good is poetry going to be 
to you in your after- life? It won‟t help you to look 
after a husband and children. 
ANN: I‟m not going to have a husband. 
DOROTHY: You certainly aren‟t if something 
isn‟t done about that tooth of yours. Come here… 
Now smile- close your teeth. There, I thought so I 
told Jordan he was taking that plate off too soon. 
You‟ll never get a husband if your teeth protrude. 
ANN: I don‟t want a husband- and, anyhow, 
women with out of door teeth always get married. I 
expect it‟s because men are so fond of horses. 42 
 
Dodie Smith herself had a protruding tooth like Ann and was 
also desperate in love with poets like Rossittee etc. During her school 
days, she even went in for the William Watson essay competition in 
June 1913. The subject was a quotation from Shelly‟s-„Poetry redeem 
from decay the visitations of the Divinity in man‟.43 This sent Dodie 
into rapturous flow („Poetry is like a clear stream which rises in still 
fairer mountains‟) and with liberal support from Wordworth, Browning 
and Sir Philip Sidney, she won third prize.
43
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 The play has a „strong feminine interests‟. There is strong revolt 
against any infidelity on the part of husband. Dorothy perceives that 
Roger is having an affair or some sort of hang-up with Beatrice 
Gwynne and on mere suspicion condemns her husband. She threatens 
her husband by telling him. 
DOROTHY : It is all so damn silly, you can do 
what you like about the Gwynne girl. I shall just 
call on the neighbours and preside over the family 
picnics.
44
 
 Dorothy turns out to be a radical woman. She is not a sort of 
wife who can tolerate any such nonsense and be just a spectator. If 
man can do that, why not a women: 
DOROTHY: I see, You just wanted me to pat you 
on the back. You‟d like me to be the sort of wife 
who was amused at her husband having affairs- 
who had affairs herself….Well, if you would.45 
 
 Dodie Smith is treating men and women on an equal plane. Both 
are equally responsible towards their families. Men can not flirt 
expecting that their women remain mute spectators.. 
 Thus, Call It A Day is a play by Smith having feminist 
overtones. It is predominated by themes of motherhood, family, 
spinsterhood and also had the overtones of autobiographical elements. 
 Concluding, Dodie Smith as a women playwright, writing 
during inter-war period, is altogether different from her contemporaries 
both in terms of subject matter and theoretic focus. She does not 
oppose any dominant ideology and is less radical in her approach to 
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women condition. It is her creative bent of mind which is reflected 
throughout the plays but, nevertheless, here and there she occasionally 
raises woman question consciously or unconsciously. Mostly, she is 
preoccupied with the themes of motherhood, family, home,etc which 
in turn reflects women‟s experiences, feelings and emotions. She thus 
brings women‟s private lives to the public world of stage. She does not 
show any antagonism or revolt against the system but rather she tries 
to change the system from within unlike her contemporaries, G.B. 
Stern and Gertrude Jennings who are most intellectual than creative. 
Dodie Smith is more professional and apolitical. In her writing, there is 
no disapproval of working women or mother, instead, she turns them 
into symbols of Britishness. In contrast, G.B. stern raises many 
questions about the condition of women and the hypocrisy of male 
dominated world. There is some sort of revolt and anguish against the 
society for the plight of women. However, in Dodie Smith there is a 
sort of compromise and compensation. 
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BIRTH OF NEW WOMAN IN G.B. STERN’S THE MAN 
WHO PAYS THE PIPER AND THE MATRIARCH 
 
The previous chapter studied the thematic concerns of Dodie 
Smith, and, the same could be seen enhanced and modified by G.B. 
Stern, another woman playwright of the period. It would not be out 
of place to recall that the women dramatists writing during the inter-
war period portrayed the private lives and experiences of women on 
the public sphere of stage world. Most of them wrote realist 
domestic comedies. Realism, was the dominant genre of the day, 
which feminists distrust and reject outrightly as it does not challenge 
the status-quo, rather it served the dominant classes by re-affirming 
the dominant ideology. Though women authors of inter-war era 
wrote a realistic fiction, yet they never failed in expressing on stage 
what was the private world of women feelings and experiences. 
These dramatists portrayed more women characters than male 
characters in their writing. Women were centre to the stage and male 
characters are having peripheral positions. The only criticism to 
these playwrights is that they are conservative and are less prone to 
experiments. However, they never fail to recreate the experiences of 
actual women. The predominance of women characters in their 
works and their positive treatment itself testifies to the feministic 
nature of their works. Thus, what is important is the portrayal of 
more women characters and the different aspects of their personal 
experience on stage. It is only possible when women write such 
plays where there is abundance of women characters which show 
women experience.  
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The women writers of inter-war period have seriously 
analyzed the relationship between women, gender and socio-
economic power, the working woman and her impact on family in 
particular and society in general. During the inter-war period, 
women were supposed to work in factories and other institution as 
the men folk were on war. This move gave women a power to enjoy 
the economic independence and a way to get rid of the drudgery of 
domestic life. As soon as the war ended and the men folk came back, 
women were expected to take or go back to their original sphere of 
domesticity. However, most of the women refused to go back to take 
their domestic roles. They were despised and criticized as being 
„unwomanly‟ women or they were to some extent de-sexed. The 
women who continued to work instead of marrying were called 
spinsters having abnormal behaviour and were ridiculed. 
Women playwrights of the period took up those issues and 
dealt them with various approaches. Dodie Smith turned these 
working women as the symbols and signifiers of Britishness. Unlike 
Smith, G.B. Stern takes these issues on a more intellectual and 
psychological plane. She highlights the psychological dilemmas of 
working class women. 
G.B. Stern‟s The Man Who Pays the Piper was first performed 
in London at the St. Martin‟s Theatre in 1931 with a cast that 
included Diana Wynyard and the young Jessica Tandy. Stern makes 
a serious attempt to analyze the relationship between women, gender 
and socio-economic power. It is a three act well structured play 
centered around sixteen years in the history of the middle class 
Fairley family. The play begins in 1913 and opens with an argument 
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between the key character Daryll and her father in the prologue. Her 
father disapproves of her friendship with a suffragette: 
DR FAIRLEY….And, now, since she‟s 
stuffed you up with all this fudge about votes 
for women- Suffragette procession‟s and I 
don‟t known what…. the next thing is I shall 
have you burning down churches and 
throwing acid into letter boxes.  
To which Daryll replies: 
DARYLL: Alexia‟s wonderful. I can‟t bear 
silly half-witted flappers. Oh, Daddy, I wish 
you‟d let me go into Alexia‟s business, when 
I have finished my training. She says she‟ll 
take me on, you know. 
DR. FAIRLEY: Wholly officious and 
unnecessary. 
 DARYLL: But I must express myself… 
you‟re a doctor; isn‟t it bad for one‟s health 
not to? 
 DR. FAIRLEY: Not in the very least. Quite 
the reverse. 
 DARYLL: … It‟s bad for mine! And why 
did you have me taught dress-designing and 
not domestic science. That is the whole idea 
of it. So that I‟d be of some use to Alexia.1  
                                                 
1
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 Daryll makes it clear to her father that she wants to be 
independent in the prologue during a long conversation with him. 
Dr. Fairley refuses Daryll‟s choice to join Alexia‟s business as it 
goes against his male ego: 
DARYLL: …Then what‟s the good of my 
learning anything? I‟ll sit at home and be 
useful and cut bread and butter, like 
Penelope. 
DR. FAIRLEY. I don‟t want you to earn 
your own living while, thank goodness, I 
still have the means and the power to 
support you.
2 
 To her DR. FAIRLEY seems illogical as he disapproves her 
view about independence and earning money for herself. He calls 
Daryll non-sense and despises her friend Alexia as being too 
independent. Dr. Fairley could not accept this fact that a woman can 
work and still be feminine, that is why he categorically refuses and 
admonishes his daughter to join Alexia‟s business: 
DARYL: Then you‟ll let me tell Alexia that 
you‟ve consented about my coming into the 
business, and sharing a flat with her? 
 DR. FAIRLEY: Indeed, I‟ll not! I‟ve told 
you already, I don‟t approve of your friend 
Alexia. She‟s too independent. 
DARYLL: That‟s just what I want to be- 
independent. And that‟s just what you‟d hate 
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me to be. And that‟s why you‟re trying to 
make me. knuckle under all the time. 
3
 
Stern opens the play by establishing a difference between 
three close generations of Edwardian women and their social 
ambitions as well as establishing the rule of the patriarch as being 
reliant in the fact that it is he who holds the economic power. 
The first Act is set in 1926. Daryll‟s father and elder brother 
have been killed in action during the Great War and she is now the 
head of the family. The male characters in the play are shown as 
being financially inept and their self importance is undermined by 
the fact that they are financially dependent on Daryll as the other 
women. Daryll‟s mother Rosie has a new husband, unemployed 
musician, who as such has no economic power like Scott, her 
brother-in-law. The men constantly ask her for financial support 
which she is able to provide through her Job as head of her ex-
suffragette friend Alexia‟s business, now a large West End concern. 
Inspite of providing all financial support to her family, she is being 
disapproved at her back by male members especially Ben, her 
stepfather and Scott. At one point while they are waiting for Daryll 
to arrive at a restaurant after work, both the financially dependent 
men discuss women, feminity and economic power with such 
statements as: 
SCOTT: Oh, yes. She won‟t even sign the bill 
in front of her guest. 
 BEN: Glad to hear it. 
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SCOTT: Yes, one appreciates that. She‟s a 
good fellow, Daryll, though she‟s a bit too 
lordly at times.  
BEN: She‟s not masculine to look at. I can‟t 
bear women with loud gruff voices who cover 
half the room in a stride. 
SCOTT: No, nor can I. Unsexed, that‟s what 
they‟re, Daryll is attractive, in a way… 
BEN: Oh, yes… yes… but of course her 
mother. 
SCOTT: Anthea, too- She‟s so sensitive. Now 
Daryll isn‟t. I often say that the difference is 
that Daryll‟s a carthorse and Anthea‟s a race 
horse. 
BEN: I‟m afraid I don‟t know anything about 
horses. 
SCOTT: Well, anyhow, I‟m very proud of 
Anthea. 
BEN: Daryll… 
SCOTT: Daryll… 
Daryll has been wonderfully generous to them 
all… to us all. Even I… let‟s own it... am not 
in the least ashamed to consult her when I 
want advice. She‟s certainly got the best head 
of the family. 
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BEN: … She‟s the head of the family, and I 
don‟t like it! 4       
The men make a direct correlation between economic power 
and masculinity. If a women takes what is called a masculine role, 
her feminity is put under question. The male members of the family 
acknowledge the fact that it is Daryll who supports the family but at 
the same time are not ready to accept it. Daryll herself feels that she 
can not get married and take on the feminine role of wife and mother 
because she already has such a large family to support. At the 
surface level, however, she see herself rather uncomfortable, as a 
father of this family. But at the deeper level she enjoys this status as 
being head of the family that confers her a power. 
DARYL: … My God! And do I never get let 
down, as you call it? The whole world 
stuffed up with idiots who can‟t do anything 
unless they are told and then they do it 
wrong, and one comes home and finds more 
idiots… noise everywhere and nothing ever 
getting done properly… and not a man in the 
whole world, except myself, to stop them. 
I‟m dog tired and I haven‟t slept. We‟ve got 
scarlet fever in my workroom, and paper-
hangers in my bedroom, and Benny on the 
stairs with his double-bass… And he can‟t 
make any money, and Scott can‟t make any 
money, but they all come and live in this 
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house where there isn‟t father- not a single 
father except me.
5
         
Daryll has become financial head of the family of which she 
seems to be fed up but underneath she enjoys it secretly, being 
financially independent and enjoying all powers which are 
associated with male domain. At the psychological level, phallus, the 
symbol of power and authority is associated with men and is lacking 
in women. This lack of phallus in women means that they are 
lacking the power associated with it. This causes a castration 
complex* in women. Traditionally, women who wanted to follow 
what were seen as male pursuits, encompassing independence and a 
professional life, were problematised and seen as having an 
unresolved relation to the castration complex as proposed by Freud. 
The perception was often that, effectively independent women 
wanted to be men.
6
 Thus, the power associated with independence 
and professional life is actually all manly and the power thereof 
fascinates woman. It may be the case with Daryll as she reveals to 
Rufus: 
DARYLL: … I‟m afraid of being a trifle too 
magnificent! You don‟t know what a 
temptation it is, Rufus, if you‟re the man 
who signs the cheques. I never realized how 
it grows and grows. It bites into you. You‟ve 
got the power. There‟ll always be a head-of-
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the- house, and it‟ll always be the economic 
head whether it is a man, woman or child. 
Once you stop paying, the others are 
helpess.
7
   
That is the reason that Daryll at first refuses to marry Rufus as 
it poses a threat to the power which she is enjoying. As she casually 
mentions it to Rufus: 
DARYLL: It is a vice! … Rufus- don‟t tell 
anyone else- but I‟m getting nearer and 
nearer to enjoying it 
RUFUS: Enjoying what?  
DARYLL: My privileges. 
RUFUS: Coming home and raising hell if 
you‟ve had a bad day in business? 
DARYLL: Yes, and refusing to be bothered 
over fretful details. Just saying rather curtly 
that it‟s got to be done, but I don‟t want to 
know how or when or where. Having the 
power to stop all worry with a cheque. Being 
the final and ultimate decision, the despot- 
Oh, being God- Almighty, if you like!
8
 
This fear of losing power and status which she had achieved 
after the death of her father and elder brother is hovering on her 
mind. Being a financial head of the family and sole decision maker, 
she is fulfilling the requirement of her family and satisfying her ego 
by being independent economically and emotionally. And when 
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Rufus mentions the proposal of marriage and family where she is 
supposed to take the feminine role of wife and mother, and thus be 
dependent on him, Daryll avoids marriage proposal of Rufus by 
saying:  
DARYLL: Oh, no, we won‟t! We damn well 
won‟t! There‟ll be another war in twenty 
years, and I‟m not going to wish this on any 
daughter of mine.
9
 
However, Daryll accepts her mother‟s marriage with Ben 
without any hesitation or anger inspite of the fact that her stepfather 
is unemployed and will be an extra burden on her. This may be 
because he does not jeopardise or jettison her position as the 
economic head of the family. She is willing to support him and 
provide shelter under her roof. The position of power and authority 
which she is having cannot be compromised at any cost. She 
reprimands her younger sister Fay for not obeying and accepting her 
authority. Fay reaffirms this fact when she tells Daryll that she 
enjoys the present position of economic independence and her role 
as a „father‟. 
FAY: I believe you enjoy it, being father and 
head of the house, the man who goes out to 
business, and comes home overflowing with 
flowers and fruit for mother… All of us 
kiddies swarming forward and swinging from 
your coat- pockets, crying that “it‟s all right if 
it‟s Bird‟s”, or “Daddy‟s brought the 
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Mackintosh‟s toffee”!... you might as well be 
honest, Daryll. Of course you enjoy it. You 
get all the privileges in this house.
10 
 G.B. Stern has created Daryll in complete contrast to the other 
women in the play, especially so in the case of her sister Fay. For 
whom the fact that it is 1926 means that independence and work and 
bright young bachelor girls are not as preferable as living at home.  
FAY: … Darling, this is 1926! Independence 
and work and bright brave bachelor girls?-
Oh, no, darling; I‟d much rather live at 
home.
11
   
 Although, when Daryll‟s mother inherits a fortune from one of 
her dead husband‟s patient at the end of Act-II, Daryll turns to her 
long time fiancée and tells him: 
DARYLL: Directly it happens….! Rufus- take 
me and marry me- and smash me! Begin me all 
over again, and make me into a usual sort of 
wife. It‟ll take some doing, after all this!... Oh 
God, I thought I‟d have to sit here all my life, 
growing more and more of an arrogant beast. But 
its‟s not too late, is it? I can chuck my job- and- 
Rufus- I don‟t care how you do it, but- break 
me!
12
  
After two years of marriage, Daryll‟s ideas again change by 
which time she is bored and frustrated by domestic life and feels 
intellectually unchallenged. When she discovers that the business 
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which she helped to build up is in a state of collapse, Daryll goes 
against her husband‟s wishes and decides to go back to work, telling 
him. 
DARYLL: … Oh, Rufus, stop it! You‟re being 
quite unendurably silly and cave- man. This isn‟t 
the time to stand with folded arms and rocky 
scowl! […] If I hadn‟t been bored from morning 
till night, do you think I‟d have been so wildely, 
frantically glad to get back again- back to my 
business? […] It‟s to be permanent, Oh 
heavenly- glorious- to have something to do 
again- something to organize, something 
continuous and constructive, not just time 
dribbling through your fingers. I‟ll have that 
whole place under control again in three months, 
or less. [….] Rufus, I‟m no good for marriage; I-
no, I must try and say that quietly,  without 
melodrama  [….] It‟s the War, we had to take 
over, then, I expect that I‟m not the only one; I 
expect there‟s a whole generation of us ruined 
for marriage. Once you‟re head of a house, once 
you‟re a father, once you go out to business and 
come back again in the evening and pay the bills 
you‟re done for, ever afterwards as a wife! [....] 
Rufus- I‟m not going to leave you hanging about 
for years with no wife, or a wife in the distance. 
It isn‟t fair to you. I ought never to have married 
you- it was letting you down… I‟m hurting you 
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horribly, but you‟ll be better without me…we‟re 
none of us fit for marriage, we fathers of 
nineteen fourteen- Am I ranting? [….] I‟m a 
freak. We‟re all freaks, my generation of girls; 
we were useful to dozen years; non we‟re not 
even a problem.
13
  
Rufus who feels that they can not both work, that is to 
say take on the masculine role, and so offers to become a „house 
husband‟ saying that it is just traditional prejudice which says that 
men must work and women must weep. Daryll rejects his suggestion 
as being „unnatural and because of this reaction he calls her that she 
is perfectly conventional, perfectly feminine and she falls into his 
arms. There might be the end of play except that Daryll does go off 
to save the business and the ending of the play is left open with her 
leaving saying, „Just this once, we can arrange things differently 
afterwards‟.14 
Stern‟s play brings up all kinds of questions about the nature 
of feminity. Daryll‟s feminity has been constructed through social 
and historical imperatives. She represents a whole generation of 
women who were required to leave their traditional feminine roles 
behind and take control during the war, and were then literally 
dropped from the public domain when the war was over. One of the 
key questions which Daryll asks, and others ask of her, is whether 
she can be both economically powerful and feminine. She struggles 
to find an acceptable feminine identity which fits her actual 
fragmented experience. Even her mother who is a womanly woman 
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does not have economic security even after getting a handsome 
fortune from her dead husband‟s patient. As Fay mentions to Daryll :  
FAY: Cosy isn‟t the word. You see, nobody‟s got 
any money except Mummy, and she, poor angel, 
hasn‟t a notion how to domineer. She‟s always 
been the one who had to step on tip-toe, first 
round her father, then round Daddy, then round 
you.
15
 
 The discourse of the play is centered around recognition and a 
need for transformation. Both genders discuss feminine social roles 
in terms of their social constructedness rather than their biological 
innateness. Daryll‟s confusion and fragmented experience of 
femaleness is seen as a symptom of a political and economic system 
based on the supply and demand of labour. She is not a victim of 
patriarchal ideologies as much as capitalism itself.  
 The author foregrounds questions around whether woman‟s 
personal fulfillment will be achieved through family or marriage 
alone and suggests that a woman should have an opportunity of 
recognition in the public as well as in the private sphere. The play 
exposes a desire for emergence and need to breakaway from 
constructed roles into one created by need and experience. During 
inter-war period, the question of career or marriage was an all 
pervasive one for women. That one chose to work at all was often 
used as a contributing factor to a process of defining gender 
boundaries. At times women who seeming to choose work were seen 
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as being somehow „manly‟ or „unsexed‟ women, even if the choice 
to work came out of necessity. 
 The psychological dilemma that Darryll faces is whether to 
marry and be a womanly woman or to work and be called 
unwomanly or unsexed. This theme pervades through out the play. 
At times Daryll refuses to marry as it jeopardizes her position as 
head of the family unit where she is enjoying all the power which are 
denied to woman. On the other hand, her biological need and social 
pressures force her to get married and have a feminine life. And once 
she marries with Rufus she is followed by boredom and lack of 
enthusiasm. This choosing between domestic feminine life and an 
unwomanly public life haunts her throughout the play. 
 During the inter-war period „mother‟ was a dominant figure in 
many of the plays written by women. This mother figure varies both 
in terms of her position within the narrative and in terms of the 
definition of her character and nature. The representation of mother 
and the relationship of women to mother, mother to daughter and 
family, and family to state is often centralized. Mother as a 
protagonist is almost either portrayed with some psychological or 
social reference to marriage, motherhood or the family. Stern‟s play 
The Matriarch provides an implicit investigation of motherhood as 
both a biological and culturally defined experience. The play was 
adapted for stage from the novel The Tents of Israel which was one 
among a series of Rakonitz novels. 
 In The Matriarch, the narrative gives the history of the three 
generation of the Rakonitz „tribe‟, a wealthy Jewish family based in 
London with contacts of family members all over Europe. The 
economic basis of the family originates from their dealings in 
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precious stones, which gained momentum after Napoleonic Wars. 
Anastasia Rakonitz is head of the family and as such controls the 
decision making both within the business and within the extended 
family unit. 
 The play opens with a prologue set in 1902, in which 
Anastasia‟s daughter Sophie reveals to the audience that she has 
adopted the illegitimate child fathered by her soon to be estranged 
husband, Oliver Maitland, and mothered by a local barmaid, 
Plymoth Nell, who coincidentally never appears in the play. Sophie 
adopts the baby out of necessity rather than kindness, as she tells her 
husband: 
SOPHIE: … Decent ! I‟ve told you a hundred 
times, I must have a son to show Mamma! I 
must ! She‟ll never take any notice of me if I 
don‟t have a son ! I might as well never have 
been born- I might as well die, If I don‟t have a 
son! 
OLIVER: Just to show off to your mother ? Just 
because during the last six years you „haven‟t 
been able to produce a son of your own- or a 
daughter! 
SOPHIE: A daughter would have been no good.  
OLIVER: No. Girls don‟t count for much in the 
tribe of Israel, do they?
 16
 
 Maitland disappears before the arrival of Anastasia, who 
brings her unmarried sister Wanda, treated as a servant with her. 
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Anastasia has already organized for her grandchild Danny to become 
part of the family business. She plans to take them all back to 
London, where her grand daughter Toni was born on the same day as 
Sophie‟s son.   
ANASTASIA: … He will not be coming back! 
We do not need it, that he should come back…. 
You‟ll see, we will be cosy. One room or seven 
rooms- me, I prefer one! With Sophie, and 
Wanda, and the baby, yes, all together, we will 
keep warm, we will talk. And to-morrow we 
travel. For in London I have a granddaughter, 
Madame and who would believe it, born on the 
same day and at the same hour as this little 
Dunnee! So in my house in London we‟ll be 
united, and that‟s right! For the babies, they 
must be considered first… and it‟s not at all  
necessary that Wanda should have the Walnut 
chest of drawers any longer!
17
 
Act I takes us forward in time, to 1921, to the drawing room 
of Georgian house in Holland Terrace, in London, lavishly decorated 
with chandeliers and Eastern carpets, and with two portraits of the 
founders of the Rakonitz family, Simon and Babbitt, hanging in 
prominent positions on the wall. The family are waiting for Dany‟s 
imminent return from Vienna. Anastasia‟s brothers, the uncles are 
waiting in the drawing room. Toni has asked Anastasia to order 
Danny back from Vienna, about which he is not pleased. When Toni 
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tells him that because Sophie died when he was a baby, she will 
always back him up. As it must have been harmful for him not to 
have had a mother, Danny replies that he has no such attachment to 
family: 
DANNY: Oh Toni, you sentimental ass! 
I was only fooling. I like being without mother  
I only wish I was without a grandmother, too. 
TONI: And without cousins? 
DANYY: … Rather! Without any relations at 
all. That would be perfect. Paradise Heavenly! 
18
 
The two grand children are characterized as opposites. Toni, 
the daughter of a non-Jewish woman, is the eldest child of 
Anastasia‟s eldest son. She has a romanticized vision of deep 
attachment to family as an ideal, and to family roots in terms of her 
position within the Rakonitz „tribe‟. Danny on the other hand has 
little affiliation with the family and wants to travel. His attachment 
is to Toni and to the financial support which the family provides. 
Although she understands the criticism which are constantly aimed 
at Anastasia, Toni is protective of her, and understands that her role 
as the matriarch is defined by cultural necessity as much as 
biological fact.  
Toni‟s cousin, Val, represents another opposition. This time 
female to female. Val is an artist who has been socializing outside 
the family parameters much like Danny. When he asks her what she 
has been occupying herself with his absence, she replies : 
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VAL: Everything I shouldn‟t. Bobbing my hair, 
smoking, drinking cocktails, using my solemn 
art on advertisement posters, loafing about 
France without a chaperon. 
TONI: In-eligible young men, daring clothes, 
debts, extravagances, crime passionel and 
checking Aunt Elsa- isn‟t that it,Val? I wonder 
you weren‟t afraid to come today.19 
  
This is used as one layer of a dramatic device which aims to 
represent the necessary differences between the two generations of 
matriarchs namely Anastasia and Toni. This opposition in 
characterization is also refocused in the different ways in which each 
of the three cousins takes responsibility during the family crises in 
the play.  
 In the prologue, Anastasia Rakonitz is uncanny who is 
described as: 
ANASTASIA herself, a woman of 50, who 
does not look a day older than a voluptuous 
40, attired in a rich dark silk moire dress and 
sable coat; is carrying a parcel.
20
  
Anastasia is a woman of fifty who looks no older than a 
„voluptuous forty‟, with an accentuated central European accent. She 
is an archetypal image of a 1920s‟ Jewish mother who continues to 
control his children when they have matured into adulthood. She 
covers up any cracks in the illusion of family respectability. She 
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justifies Oliver Maitland‟s disappearance as being almost an act of 
God, because he was not Jewish, therefore allaying any possibility of 
her daughter Sophie‟s loss of face at „losing‟ her husband. When 
Anastasia‟s son Ludo steals a significant sum of money from the 
firm of a great family friend, Mr. Cohen she insists that Ludo was 
borrowing the money and that no criminal act could have taken place 
within the boundaries of family and family friends, as she tells Mr. 
Cohen: 
ANASTASIA: …For it is natural, is it not, that 
Ludo when in trouble should try and borrow 
from his own uncles? But just for that at once 
they say: “Away with him to the end of the 
world!” So you see Mr. Cohen, they must never 
know that he got the money from you.
21
 
In Act-I Anastasia‟s world is that of Vienna during the late 
nineteenth century, a world which she has recreated for herself in 
London. According to her younger sister, Elsa, Anastasia has taken 
all the best possessions as her own, only loaning them out to family 
members to recall them later when she herself has suffered financial 
losses. Other women in the family have little access to information 
about the financial state of business, but Anastasia is fully informed 
: 
MAXIMILLAN:… These endless adieux and 
auf wiedersehens! … you must forgive that 
informal chatter about the mine, Cohen! Their 
husbands and brothers and sons are in it with all 
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they have, so of course the women had to know 
a little- not too much.  
COHEN: But your sister, Madamme Anastasia 
Rakonitz. 
MAXIMILLAN: Anastasia! Oh yes, she is 
different, she is our field-marshal. Her energy is 
stupendous.
22
 
Equally, Anastasia Rakonitz has control over the daily lives of 
the other women in the play, especially her sister Wanda and her 
daughter-in-law Susan, who is Toni‟s mother. 
Act-II takes place six months after an economic devastation 
has caused the collapse of family investment. The scene is more 
bare: 
The room is practically empty. Carpets, 
furniture and hangings, all have gone save the 
portraits of Simon and Babbette, which still 
hang in their original places, and the scroll 
under them. A large kitchen table of deal 
stands in the centre of the room, and there are 
several Windsor chairs about. The old 
German grand piano is still in its place, and 
temporary curtains of butter muslin are drawn 
across the lower portion of the large 
windows.
23
     
 So, gone are the lavish rugs and ornaments of the first act. 
Anastasia is busy ordering everyone about, possessions have been 
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sold and the family is on the move to a smaller house in Ealing. Toni 
has been working in a dress-making establishment, and it is implied 
that her father committed suicide after their financial crash. 
Anastasia is concerned for Toni‟s health, complaining that her 
employers do not feed her regularly with chicken-soup and do not let 
her rest every few hours. The main point, however, is that Anastasia 
can not accept that Toni is working for a living. The opening lines of 
the scene bring the difference between the two generations of 
matriarchs into the foreground: 
ANASTASIA: No Rakonitz woman has ever 
before earned money! No Rakonitz woman has 
ever worked before! 
SUSAN: …Work! Look at Wanda! They have 
worked like slaves, but not for money. That‟s the 
only difference, if you ask me! 
 ANASTASIA: I do not ask you! 
WANDA: I wanted to trim hats once, but 
Anastasia and the uncles wouldn‟t hear of it! 
ANASTASIA: Who are these dress-makers, this 
Mr. and Mrs. Woolf? 
SUSAN: Very nice people, and they treat Toni 
well! But of course she finds it tiring at first. 
She‟s not strong.  
ANASTASIA: Do they make her lie down? Do 
they give her chicken broth? Do they see that she 
eats every two hours- something more than the 
pins with which they stuff her mouth?  
SUSAN: You can‟t expect- 
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ANASTASIA: It‟s not right for my 
granddaughter to be brought up with travel and 
languages, without conversation with brilliant 
people, who have influence, who have Savoir 
faire, who can make her future for her. 
WANDA: …You can‟t have any use for all these 
old satin corsets, Anastasia. 
ANASTASIA: …That‟s nice pair. 
ANASTASIA: …It‟s not likely that Toni will 
meet anyone either with these Woolfs or at the 
evening school where she learns to draw the 
fashions, whom she could possibly marry! 
SUSAN: Mary? At her age? She‟s a child! 
ANASTASIA: When I was Toni‟s age, I was 
already married three years!
24
     
Anastasia wants to have Toni by bringing her home and 
feeding her copious meals. Anastasia comes out to be a women of 
indomitable will who knows how to dominate and cajole. And even 
Danny describes her as being „like nine people‟. However, this 
description of Anastasia is only applicable to the first two acts of the 
play. By Act-III, where the action has again moved, this time by five 
years she has had a stroke and is an old lady in a wheel chair still 
giving orders but with less effects and fever results. 
By the end of the third Act, Toni, who has been saving in 
order to pay back into Mr. Cohen‟s family business the money stolen 
by Ludo, Toni is effectively running the family. She is living in a 
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cottage studio in Chelsea with Val and wants to take over the fashion 
business from the Woolfs, who are about to retire but lack the 
capital. Toni felt it her duty to take on the family debt and preserve 
the family honour. When the time comes for her to pay off the debt, 
she doesn‟t have enough money. She considers using the money 
which she has saved to buy the Woolf‟s family business from them, 
but eventually prioritizes the family reputation over her own 
ambition. 
Danny on the other hand does not feel like that. When 
Danny‟s estranged father turns up unexpectedly and gives Danny 
two hundred pound, explaining that he is not a real member of the 
family by blood, Danny proposes marriage to Toni. He emphasizes 
the fact that they are not blood cousins as were Anastasia and her 
husband. Toni‟s initial reaction is that she will marry with him and 
have „fun at last‟. That is until Danny asks her what she plans to do 
about paying the debt. At this point Toni makes what she sees as the 
only decision possible. She proposes that Danny‟s cheque should be 
used to pay the debt, and that they will get married but delay leaving 
the family fold until they can save enough money to make sure that 
everyone is „safe‟ and taken care of. In her eyes, the family has to 
come first. This is the point at which Danny accuses her of being a 
matriarch: 
DANNY: That you put the family before me. 
You always will. You love me, bu the family 
has to come first.  
TONI: …“The family has to come first”. 
DANNY: …Yes, and If I married you, I‟d never 
be free of the family. I‟d be drawn back into it. 
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Why, If you can do that sort of thing… and I 
nearly married you, not seeing it. 
TONI: …Danny! 
DANNY: ...Just as I thought of I was free… 
But the Rakonitz family, they feed on human 
freedom! They grow strong on it. 
TONI: …Danny! 
DANNY: …It‟s no good, Toni! I‟m off. I said 
to morrow, and I‟m going to morrow. I mean it. 
TONI: I haven‟t done any thing. 
DANNY: Yes, you have. What you did Just 
now- wanting to take that cheque for your debt! 
It‟s typical! You‟re the Matriarch over again. 
You‟re her grandchild and Just like her. 
TONI: I‟m not. I‟m not. I‟m not like 
Grandmere! Danny, don‟t let them say it. 
DANNY: I‟m saying it. 
TONI: Oh I‟m not… am I? Why, I‟m quite 
different in every thing. It‟s because I wouldn‟t 
be like Grand mere that I wouldn‟t marry you 
while I thought you were my cousin…. I‟m not 
like Grand mere Danny! How dare you say I 
am! 
DANNY: It‟s because you‟re so exactly like her 
and know it, that you‟ve been afraid to behave, 
as she behaves. You try and think you‟re cool 
and logical and modern- but all that passes 
away, and you‟ll be more and more like the 
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Matriarch as you grow older… you‟ll be the 
bully of the family….and yet they‟ll all come to 
you, as head of the family…. because you care 
about them most. And you‟ll glory in it. You‟re 
the Matriarch. There‟ll always be a Matriarch in 
your family.
25
 
 Danny, then leaves all the connections with the family behind 
him following in his father‟s footsteps. Toni is left alone, shocked 
that she should be thought as being like her grandmother with whose 
personality she considers herself to have very little in common. 
When Mr. Cohen arrives to collect the debt money, he instead offers 
the sum as capital for Toni‟s business venture. She then decides that 
she will buy a house so that she and her mother, brother, aunt and 
grand-mother can remain all the time together. When she conveys 
Val, the response is less vehement, but along the same lines as 
Danny: 
TONI: Of course I‟m alright. I‟ve got my backer 
at last, and I‟m starting on my own. 
VAL: “Toni‟s of Bond Street” 
TONI: More or less. We draw up the contract 
tomorrow. 
VAL: That‟s sudden.  
TONI: Yes, and we‟ve come to the end of this, 
too, Val …I‟m going to buy a house for Mums 
and Gerald and Wanda and me to live in And 
Grandmere. 
                                                 
25
 The Matriarch, pp-74-75. 
 130 
VAL: Well, I‟m damned! Are you going to buy 
that To-morrow, Too? 
TONI: - Perhaps. Why not. 
VAL: Toni, you‟re the Matriarch all over again. 
TONI: …Am I ?  26 
To a certain extent, the sacrifice in the play fits into the 
„maternal sacrifice‟. 
At the psychological level, if we substitute family for phallus 
then there is an interesting dilemma. The particular family in this 
case is maternal in structure. The family is positioned within the 
power structure. By the end of the play there is nothing with the 
biological motherhood. It is not so much a play, about mothering as 
it is a play in which changes in the form and structure of a 
matriarchal family are examined. Anastasia is the biological mother 
and head of the family, Toni on the other hand is not a biological 
mother and the implication is that she has traded possibilities of 
romance and marriage with Danny for which she sees as being her 
matriarchal role. For Toni, the position of family matriarch has to be 
maintained and modernized. Her maternal sacrifice is to make it her 
job to provide for the needs of those around her, through work rather 
than through negotiations and favoritism like her grandmother. She 
finds romance in her role within the family. 
Originally, Toni is being described as frail. However, she 
develops an ambition to run her own company almost as soon as she 
ventures out into the public world of work. This ambition is both the 
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result of a desire to be successful in the male public business world 
and a fulfillment of the need to provide for the family. 
There are very few male characters in the play. The old uncles 
disappear after first act. Danny and his father who are both written 
as having shallow personalities, have very little real action other 
than to provide the audience with further insight into the position of 
the women within the play. The abundance of mothers can be 
contrasted with the absence of fathers. Stern creates a historical 
distance between the matriarch of the nineteenth century and that of 
the twentieth century. In doing so the role of matriarch becomes far 
more of a cultural and economic imperative than a biological one. 
Toni may be the eldest grandchild, but she is not fully of the 
„tribe‟ in that her mother was not of the Jewish faith. She does see 
herself as having a duty to the „tribe‟ she is related to blood. Yet her 
choice is to remain within a powerful position in a female world, 
rather than to be married. Thus, it is a choice between being located 
in a position of power, or being married and relatively powerless. 
Married life is not appealing as her potential husband, Danny, makes 
such statements as: 
TONI: …I‟ve been awfully happy here during the 
last year with Val… oh, Mummy, you know it 
isn‟t that I wouldn‟t be Just as happy with you, 
but- 
SUSAN: Of course I understand, child; you‟re 
looking quite a different person. You must do as 
you think best. 
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DANNY: Well, I don‟t approve. I think-Toni 
needs to be bossed and bullied for a bit.
27
 
This is a very complex play by Stern which although at the 
surface promises to provide a biological imperative as the rationale 
for the denouncement, fails to do so. However, at the same time she 
questions and criticizes the structure of this culture-specific family 
unit.  
As Stern mentions in the play that the first world-war has 
created „freak‟ generation of women due to war, men died and 
women were brought to the forefront to choose a job or career which 
was due to either necessity or simply a burning desire. Even after the 
war, work was seen by many young women as an alternative to the 
drudgery of married life and motherhood. For some women it was an 
escape from traditionally prescribed roles for women. 
Both the plays by G.B. Stern were highly successful in West 
End managements. Both the plays are realist in nature and woman 
centered from the feminist perspective and challenge the orthodox 
feminist view of realism. The Matriarch as well as The Man Who 
Pays the Piper utilize a number of realist dramatic strategies that 
marginalize men in its address. It affirms the centrality of female 
discourse. In both the plays, women occupy the central positions in 
the narrative and the male characters are at the periphery. The role of 
mother in both the plays is centralized and problematized. 
The Matriarch tells a story of the Rakonitz family from the 
late nineteenth century over the period of some twenty four years. 
During this long period of twenty four years, the family saw many 
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ups and downs. The family moves from having money that „flows 
like water‟ to comparative poverty. Anastasia Rakonitz is the central 
figure of the family. The play has a largely female cast, the men 
being, on the whole peripheral in the stage action. When the 
calamity occurs in the family, the male members evade from their 
responsibilities, while as females come forward to support their 
families. Anastasia‟s three brothers are hurriedly dispatched. One 
has got the heart attack on receiving the news about the collapse of 
family business and one commits the suicide and other, Felix, who is 
always selfish has gone to live in Vienna, Oliver Maitland, a son in 
law runs away in the prologue to return only briefly in Act III to 
persuade his son, Danny, to do the same. Elsa‟s husband is kept off 
stage and is confined to bed with shock and stroke. During the 
collapse of family business when Elsa complains “who is left as all 
men have either died or runaway”, Anastasia replies, „I am left‟. 
Although there is Toni‟, who by the end of the play has emerged as 
the matriarch all over again‟. It is Anastasia‟s stupendous energy and 
Toni‟s business accumen and perseverance that rescues the family. 
Though the setting is domestic in nature yet the play centres around 
on the problematic issues of economic as familial power across three 
generations that typify women‟s experience and not Just within the 
Jewish community. 
From the realist point of view, each scene in the play is 
marked by a stage space as female. It is the female characters who 
are centre of the stage in the play. The stage directions in the 
prologue are given in such a way that it creates a space for female 
experience: 
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The SEENE takes place in the parlour of a 
Cornish cottage, not far from Land‟s End. In the 
grate is a fire so poorly burning that you can 
only see black coal and a wisp of grey smoke. In 
the middle of the room is a large table, covered 
by a red cloth. In the middle of the cloth is a 
round white mat. There is a horsehair sofa, a 
few stiff horsehair chairs, and an old fashioned 
rocking chair.
28
 
However, later when Anastasia arrives, the shape and 
environment of the room is literally transformed by her. She brings 
with her from London a handsome table cover and serviettes, a silver 
cake dish and a nine branch Jewish candlestick, various draperies for 
the chairs and walls, Persian rugs and food like wine. Cow‟s wine 
for the baby, soup, smoked bucklings and „Zimmtkuchenceramon 
cake. The first thing that she does when she arrives is to make the 
fire blaze. The detail is significant not decorative only. This locates 
women in the domestic and shows how Anastasia in particular and 
other women in general inhabit and negotiate their space. 
In the Act-I, the stage directions go like this: 
The Drawing-room of a Georgian House in 
Holland Terrace, Kensington.   Because 
ANASTASIA lives here, this is the heart of the 
family and the meeting-place of the whole tribe 
of Rakonitz. Some of the furniture and 
decoration‟s are relics of generations of “The 
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Family”. There are priceless pieces from all the 
great towns of Europe and the near East Quaint 
portraits of the First and Second Empire periods 
hang on the walls, among them, in a prominent 
position, those of Simon and Babette, the 
founders of the Rakonitz family. Under them, 
hangs a scroll. This is the Rakonitz genealogical 
tree. Heavy German chairs and a sofa. A Russian 
stove of Byzantine design stands in front of the 
fire place. In winter this is used because 
ANASTASIA believes in atleast one overheated 
room in this cold English house. There are 
candlesticks of many branches. No thought has 
been given to the blending of colour, but like the 
gay-clothed crowd on the banks of the Ganges, 
this mixed display seems to blends in spite of 
itself.
29
 
 The men folk pass different comments on these decorative 
things of Anastasia. Her brothers criticizes her eclectic taste. Louis 
finds her cloisonné vase „horrible‟ and tells her to take them away as 
it spoils the room. Otto, a comic Jew type, prices every thing he sees 
including the ancestral pictures: 
OTTO: …They are worth nothing but their gold 
frames, those! I have been inquiring. It‟s an 
unknown painter… 30 
To which Anastasia replies: 
                                                 
29
 The Matriarch, p-17. 
30
 Ibid, p-33. 
 136 
ANASTASIA: …I will thank you another time, 
Otto, that you will not inquire about my 
pictures, that we value for the sentiment.
31
 
It is not an ambience that welcomes the masculine. 
 In the Act-II the male world lies off-stage. Women are central 
to action. The play seems a mere „chatter‟ of women on the surface. 
Also,  many critics observed the language of the play as „chatter‟. 
Women discuss food, children, gossip about relationship, friends, 
dispute possession, responsibility and orthodoxy. However, these 
linguistic interactions are characterized by cooperativeness. The play 
frequently shows the way the women disagree but then move to 
reconciliation. There is a petty argument about stair-rods between 
Anastasia and Elsa : 
ELSA- you are no business women, „Stasia! 
WANDA: Don‟t contradict her just now! 
 ANASTASIA: I no business woman? And all 
Maximillan‟s friends who came to me for advice 
when I gave for him those dinner parties! And 
once I remember, Elsa, you give a dinner-party 
yourself, and you borrow all my silver because 
you will not use your own, and yet at the last 
minute your party was a failure, because you 
would not go to the expense of fresh goose 
livers! 
ELSA: What, I-? 
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ANASTASIA- Always these little economics at 
the wrong moment, and yet you call me no 
business woman! I tell you, it is big business to 
know when to spend!  
ELSA: …So that is why you take my stair rods. 
But you will not get them, no If zey have gone 
into zey cart, zey have also come out of zey cart! 
I go, and I do not say adieu!.... 
ANASTASIA: …Elsa, come here! ...you have 
not yet told us how is that dear, dear Albrecht, 
and what are stair-rods when it is your husbands 
health? 
ELSA: Ach, one must not complain and zose 
girls of mine, zey are so good ! zey help me, 
nossing is too much ! But ven you are old 
already, and you have a shock and stroke, and 
your money goes  
Pfutsch…. It is harder for a man.32 
 As the men disappear from the stage, the intensity of the 
female experience is highlighted both linguistically, physically and 
visually. As Viv Gardner quotes Deborah Jones in her essay „The 
Case for The women Buccaneers: A Defence of Feminist realism in 
G.B. Stern‟s The Matriarch’. 
Gossip: as essentially talk between women in 
our common role as women and states that the 
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wider theme of gossip is always personal 
experience.
33
 
 Much of the play‟s action is determined by Anastasia‟s 
orthodox men of the superior status of the son, a view which the play 
is quite clearly challenging. Women are shown both attractive and 
passive but never marginal or irrelevant. As the play ends, there is a 
closure, but it is a closure that asserts the centrality of female power, 
not Just in the domestic environment, but in the larger world. 
The Man Who Pay The Piper also goes along the same lines. 
The play is focused on the female characters. Women are central to 
the action and men disappear or become irrelevant to the action. 
Here, again it is the women who are the bread-winners of the family 
and the male members are just the spectators Stern here is inverting 
the traditional image of men as bread winners and vice-versa. 
In conclusion, Stern portrays the women characters in such a 
way that the traditional image of women is inverted and a new-
woman comes out. There is the emergence of women as independent 
both economically and emotionally. Though Stern is writing a realist 
fiction, yet she uses it in such a way that it challenges the dominant 
strategies of male discourse. By making female central to the action 
and banishing the male element or thought, she is giving a space to 
women action and experience.     
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THEME OF MATRIARCHY IN GERTRUDE 
JENNINGS’ FAMILY AFFAIRS 
 
The examination of plays that has been taken up so far in the last 
two chapters would be incomplete with out crowning it with the 
analysis of a play of Gertrude Jennings whose thematic concerns do 
show a remarkable similarity with her contemporary female writers 
studied in the forgone pages. Gertrude Jennings was one of the best 
known woman playwrights of her age. She started her career as an 
actress and then turned into writer during the Edwardian period and 
continued writing plays throughout the inter-war years. In her plays, 
she foregrounds domestic issues and women‟s lives and always had an 
eye on current trends of thought. Women characters in her plays are 
portrayed as more responsible, wiser, and stronger than the men who 
are often pompous or frivolous. There is abundance of female 
characters and the male characters are mostly invisible or have little 
action. The narrative focus is generally on the women, their lives and 
experiences. 
The play Family Affairs was first produced at the Ambassadors 
Theatre, London, on August 22
nd
, 1934, and was directed by Auriol 
Lee. This play is notable for Jennings‟ use of matriarchal figure who 
controls the family unit, and is set in the private sphere of home. The 
play is concerned with the events in the internal family life of the upper 
middle class family. Here the mother risks breaking the law to protect 
the family. Gertrude Jennings present the family as women‟s power 
base, somewhere from which they can contribute to the well being of 
the nation. 
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The first act of the Family Affairs takes place in the drawing 
room of Lady Madhurst‟s house in Queen‟s house in Queen‟s Gate, 
London. Like Dodie Smith, Jennings uses what appears to have been a 
familiar format, the family gatherings; revelations of superficial 
dilemmas; discovery, by the maternal figure, of the „real‟ family 
problems. The plot includes, as seems to have been the general pattern, 
the revelation of family secrets, followed by the reinstatement of both 
the matriarch‟s position as head of the family and re-solidifying of 
family unity. The play is both about „romantic‟ affairs and the affairs 
involved in the overseeing or managing of the complexities of family 
life. 
Although Jennings is writing within the boundaries of realism, 
the dominant form of the day, but she does not fail to turn this realism 
into the women central narrative where the women occupy the central 
position. Thus she inverts the dominant realist form which portrayed 
men as bread earners and women as mere spectators. The abundance of 
women characters in the play testifies to this statement. Here in the 
play it is lady Madehurst rather than her dead husband or her sons who 
controls the action both in and outside the family unit. 
During the inter-war period, women suffered a lot. With the loss 
of loved ones and the loss of domestic and emotional security, women 
experienced a great sense of devastation. This sense of devastation is 
lurking in Lady Madehurst‟s mind. She wants to keep her family intact 
from further fragmentation. Her two sons Jack and Nigel had been 
killed in the war, Sydney, her estranged son, is living a life of 
uncertainty in Jamaica. Sydney comes back from Jamaica and needs 
money to support himself. When he turns up in the second act, his 
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brother Harvey tells him that he will find the money if he promises to 
disappear again: 
 HARVEY: …Now look here, Sydney! I pledge 
you my word that I‟ll raise this money for you 
somehow or other. I don‟t care how. I‟ll do it. 
You‟ve got a passport?  
SYDNEY: Of course. In the elegant but 
unobtrusive name of Wilson. 
HARVEY: Then go back by the next boat. I give 
you my word that a cheque shall reach you within 
two months. Well, what do you say?
1
 
There is a sense of family responsibility, they help Sydney 
irrespective of his crime of forgery and embezzlement for which he is 
convicted and is a runaway. The family as an institution must be kept 
intact come what may. When in the final act lady Madehurst comes to 
know about Sydney and discovers that the reason of her son‟s 
estrangement is embezzlement, she helps him, instead of spurning him, 
saying that she will find the money to pay back what was stolen. She 
tells him to forget everything and reminds him that, after all, she is his 
mother, then she helps him to go into hiding from the police. When she 
is sure that Harvey will marry Margaret, the secretary, she offers to 
move in with her daughter Sarah and let him sell the house to help  him 
in every way and would even sell away her house for his marriage with 
the secretary. She tells him: 
LADY MADEHURST: I see… Now, dearest 
Sydney, forget everything except that I‟m your 
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mother and that I love you. Why, you always come 
to me with your scrapes in the old days. 
[….] Well, we can do our best. We will get you 
away at once and we will pay back the money. 
Then you shall make a new beginning. I shall trust 
you entirely, Sydney. And when I‟m gone I don‟t 
want you to feel any useless remorse. Just 
remember that I loved you very much, and we 
used to have grand times together in the old days. 
[…] Thank God! Now listen, Harvey. When you 
are married to Margaret- […] Wait, please! When 
you are married I shall sell this house and go and 
live with Sarah. [….] I know. I know. But it will 
help Sydney, and one mustn‟t sacrifice human 
lives to a house and furniture.
2
 
Like Dora Randolf in Dear Octopus, who sacrifices her 
principles to save her daughter, Lady Madehurst also sacrifices her 
belongings to protect her estranged son. Instead of seeing her son in 
prison, she is willing to live with her daughter, Sarah, so that she can 
sell her ancestral house in order to save Sydney. 
Lady Madehurst is opinionated, romanticizes the value of the 
family and always, in the end seems to know best. The maintenance of 
family bonds is of the utmost importance, and morality is not shaped 
by the outside world, but rather by what is required to keep the family 
together. A mother‟s love for her children means that she will do 
anything for them, even break the law, but in return they must obey her 
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and must also prioritize, not themselves, but the needs of the family 
unit. 
The matriarch in Family Affairs is considered as the head of the 
family, even though she is financially supported by her children, who 
make fun of her but still need her approval. For lady Madehurst, it is a 
family unit which is of utmost importance. To see the welfare of every 
family member becomes her responsibility. When her grandson Nevil‟s 
wife, Rose, is planning to runoff with a hairdresser, it is she who 
comes forward to help her grandson in this crises. She thinks it is the 
responsibility of every family member to help Nevil in this serious 
situation. Lady Madehurst even asks Herbert to finance Nevil in this 
venture. She has planned to bribe the hairdresser in order to rescue her 
granddaughter-in-law and asks her son Herbert to finance five hundred 
pound. The following dialogue makes the situation clearer for us: 
LADY MADEHURST: Good. Now, Herbert- 
what about this five hundred pounds? When can 
you let me have it. 
HERBERT: Mother, you know I never refuse you- 
I would do anything, anything you ask me, but I 
really cannot lay out my hands on such a sum. 
LADY MADEHURST: Bosh ! you are a very rich 
man. 
HERBERT: We all have our ups and downs. 
Things in the City are in a very queer state. 
LADY MADEHURST: No doubt. But I‟m not 
asking for a fortune. You can sell some shares.
3           
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When Herbert refuses to give money, she feels sad  and tells him 
that it is parsimony and meanness not to help a family member even 
during the time of need. 
LADY MADEHURST: I have noticed in you, 
Herbert, a growing habit of parsimony which is 
very regrettable. You must watch it carefully my 
boy. At your age it might go into meanness.
4 
 
She then asks her son Harvey to bring her Lacquer box, which contains 
some of her valuable belongings. She opens it and takes out a necklace, 
locket, brooch and some rings and tells Harvey to sell them so that she 
can raise a fortune to hire hairdresser. Whenever she feels dejected or 
sad, she opens her lacquer box. This lacquer box has symbolic 
significance as it reminds her of the family as an institution which is 
now at the brink of fragmentation. 
In the Act-I, Lady Madehurst is being described as: 
LADY MADEHURST is a very beautiful old 
lady of seventy-five, tall, erect, and exquisitely 
dressed in black, with a profusion of valuable 
lace. She has a quantity of thick grey hair and a 
lovely voice. She moves slowly, for indeed she 
has an occasional “twinge” of rheumatism, 
though she never admits it. When it comes to 
talking, however, she can get in as many words to 
the minute as any woman. She has a great sense 
of humour and unflinching courage. She has 
never quite realized that her “family” have 
become middle-aged and is still inclined to treat 
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them all as though they were lovable but rather 
naughty children. She is pardonably a little vain 
of her beauty and charm.
5
 
Lady Madehurst as a mother is a protagonist in the play. She 
treats her children as immature, who still need her guidance and 
direction. Though she is financially dependent on her children yet she 
never fails to exercise her authority on them. Her children often come 
to her for guidance. Helena Warwick accuses Harvey that he is rarely 
on his own and is always surrounded by such a barrage of family. 
HELENA: One can so seldom get hold of him 
alone. Such a barrage of family!
6
 
Even though she criticizes Lady Madehurst but knows the fact 
that she can only marry with Harvey if she gets the approval from her. 
However, lady Madehurst tells her son that instead of marrying 
Helena, who by now has come up with plans to divorce her husband 
which will leave her with a large income, he should marry his secretary 
who is a „nice dear girl‟, Margarette Hamlton, an outsider, is a 
potential wife, who is loyal and kind. More than this, she is preferable 
alternative than Helena. With whom Lady Madehurst perceives a threat 
that she will break her family unit and thus deprive her of the power 
that she is enjoying. Thus according to her, Margarette is more good 
than Helena who has already been married and wants to take Harvey 
away from the family enclave. Margarette is „innocent‟ who ultimately 
shares the same values and beliefs about the sanctity of the family, as 
Lady Madhurst reveals to Harvey: 
LADY MADEHURST: …you hoped she would 
leave her husband, didn‟t you? But then, you see, 
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there was the marriage settlement! She was not 
going to sacrifice that! Can‟t you see it all? How 
much longer are you going to be tied to her heels? 
I‟ve waited and waited, hoping you‟d find her out, 
but no- you go on giving up you life to a selfish, 
cruel woman when there‟s a nice, dear girl head 
over ears in love, with you. 
HARVEY: Mother! 
LADY MADEHURST: Yes, she is! Why do you 
suppose she slaves away in this house, dusting and 
charing and waiting on me, a clever girl like that? 
She‟s a secretary, not a housemaid! And you care 
for her, too, if you only realized it. I don‟t know 
why my children are so fools!
7
 
Even Harvey finds Margarette best option for marriage than 
Helena, who is selfish and have few romantic notions either about 
family life or about lady Madehurst. She tells Harvey that when they 
get married, she wants to move and she wants him to sell the family 
home.    
HELENA: My dearest Harvey! Don‟t be a 
complete mutt? No house, however large, would 
hold your mother and me. The British Museum 
wouldn‟t do it. I‟ve kept on good terms with her 
for your sake. I‟ve gave all 1870 to please her. 
I‟ve listened to all her tales. I‟ve inspected that 
mouldy collection of beastly hair over and over 
and over again entirely on your account, and now 
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I‟ve done with the lot of it. I shall be thankful 
when I look my last on this room, with all its mid 
Victorian muck. It isn‟t even a good example of 
its period. It ought to be given to a dustman or 
sold for firewood. I don‟t care as long as I never 
see it again. Well, now I must be off. Good-bye, 
dearest Harvey. Put the house in the agent‟s hands 
as soon as ever you can, won‟t you?8 
There is a generational gap between lady Madehurst and Helena 
Warwick. Helna Warwick represents a new generation for whom 
family is insignificant. For them family symbolizes boredom, 
restriction and authority. In other words, they want to be free. 
„Lacquer‟ which symbolizes „family‟ as an institution is ridiculed by 
Helena as a „beastly hair‟. 
Lady Madehurst on the other hand plans to put Helena off 
marrying Harvey by befriending her. She fantasises with her about how 
they will spend their evenings together once she becomes her daughter 
in Law. The realization that Harvey is inescapably intwined with the 
family, she discourages Helena from continuing the relation. In act III 
during a long conversation with lady Madelurst, Helena gets an 
impression that it is impossible to get Harvey out of the family unit. 
LADY MADEHURST: Oh, of course, financially 
our households would be quite separate. I think 
the arrangement would work beautifully. We 
could be company for each other when Harvey 
was writing, and we could spend our evenings 
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together. You see, I couldn‟t possibly be parted 
from Harvey. 
HELENA: Oh couldn‟t you? 
LADY MADEHURST: Oh no. He means so 
much to me.
9
 
There may be other reason that why Lady Madehurst is hesitant 
in getting her son married with Helena. Helena is a financially 
independent woman and so possess threat to the authority of Lady 
Madehurst. She can not see her potential rival devastating her family 
unit by taking Harvey away and thus jeopardizing her power and 
authority which she is enjoying. Instead, she finds Margarette 
Hamilton, her family secretary suitable for becoming her daughter-in-
law as she has internalized the family values and can save  the family 
from fragmentation. 
Margarette Hamilton, a family secretary is used as a means of 
opposing the „bad‟ woman with the virtuous woman. Margaratte is an 
outsider and is devoted to the family unit and through her work she has 
been integrated into the family unit.. She shares the same values and 
beliefs as Lady Madehurst, besides she is being liked by every family 
member. Sarah calls her a treasure. This was a popular trend in most of 
the plays by women written during inter-war period that a family 
secretary has  romantic intentions towards her employer, as Helena in 
the first act reveals the romantic intentions of Margarette towards 
Harvey. 
HELENA: …What, with all the gang? No, thanks 
you‟d better make my excuses to your mother. 
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That spy of a secretary is sure to blab. I don‟t trust 
that girl an inch. She‟s in love with you.10 
Every family member relies on Margarette during the times of 
crises. She feels deeply attached towards Harvey. When Sarah Ackland 
mentions to her that after her father‟s death the whole responsibility 
came on Harvey: 
SARAH: Oh yes, its turned out very well, But, 
after all, she wasn‟t very- anyhow there was a 
grand row over it. That my father died, leaving 
mother penniless. Harvey had to shoulder every 
thing. 
MARGARET: Poor Harvey.
11
              
 Margaret feels sorry for Harvey because of his pathetic 
condition. Harvey has same feelings towards Margaret. When his 
mother tells him that she is going to leave them, Harvey feels 
restlessness and tells his mother. 
HARVEY: Lose Margaret? What do you mean? 
LADY MADEHURST: She is thinking of 
leaving us 
HARVEY: Leaving us! When? Why? How do 
you know?
12
 
She insists Harvey to marry with her before it is too late. There 
is a sense of insecurity hovering upon Margaret‟s idea of leaving them. 
Lady Madehurst is quite sure that Helena is not going to marry with 
him. 
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LADY MADEHURST: Never mind. I do 
know….  Free yourself, Harvey, before it‟s too 
late. Ask your lady love to marry you and come 
and live here. 
HARVEY: She‟s quite willing. 
LADY MADEHURST: Oh! Then I‟ll eat the hat 
I gave to Amy. Now! Telephone to Herbert and 
Sarah, there‟s a dear. You‟re such a help and 
comfort to me. 
HARVEY: yes, but, mother- is Margaret really 
going away?
13
  
 If Helena marries Harvey, this will be a great blow to her and the 
very thought makes her unhappy. She cannot see Helena coming in her 
family, and ruining it and challenging her power and authority. 
 When Harvey refuses his would be fiancee to sell his ancestral 
home, she ridicules him by saying that he still clings to his mother like 
a child and blames him that he wants to marry with Margaret, a silly 
typist girl : 
HELENA….. Think! What can there be to think 
about? You want to have one of those dismal 
family conclaves, I suppose. Sitting round the 
table and saying, “Don‟t tell mother”; “It would 
kill mother if she knew”. All bosh! Your mother‟s 
as strong as a horse and as tough as a leather! 
She‟ll live to be ninety! Really, the spectacle of a 
grown man saying that he can‟t leave his mother ! 
It‟s come- that‟s what it is! […] Oh, indeed! I 
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suppose the truth of it is, you‟d like to get rid of 
me. Five years, of course, is enough for any man! 
You‟d like to shake me off and marry your little 
typist! She‟s hard at it, trying to get you!14 
At the end of the play, it is Helena who breaks the relationship 
with him which gives comfort to her mother in particular and family in 
general. In the second act Harvey literally begs Margaret not to leave 
him as she is very important to him: 
HARVEY: And now I hear you‟re going away! 
That‟s just about put the lid on it. What this house 
will be without you! Are you going, Margaret! 
MARGARET: I don‟t know what to do.  
HARVEY: I‟ve no right to ask you to stay. But if 
you only know! From the moment you come in the 
morning till when you go away, it‟s- Oh, Margaret, 
If I could only tell you! 
MARGARET: I‟m so sorry for you, so terribly 
sorry. 
 HARVEY : Bless you! 
MARGARET: If only I could have helped you! 
HARVEY: Helped me! If you only knew what 
you‟ve been to me! Oh, Margaret, don‟t go away! 
Don‟t.15 
The family is the most important aspect throughout the play. It is 
the family consideration which makes Harvey to decide not to marry 
Helena as she symbolizes an element of destruction. It is the family 
where everyone lives for each other. No one hesitates to support the 
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family unit at the time of need. Herbert‟s wife Julia is reprimanded by 
lady Madehurst for not paying enough attention to family matters: 
LADY MADEHURST: My mother, dear Julia, 
lived for her home and her children, as I did for 
mine! She never thought us one too many! Such a 
handsome, lively company!
16
  
For Lady Madehust, it is the family and home which is very 
important. Even her daughter Sarah Ackland feels guilty about the 
present condition of family. 
SARAH: There‟s always something wrong with 
our family! If we get three month‟s respite I look 
on it as a miracle! It‟s either illness or death or 
scandal or accident. Poor mother! What a lot of 
trouble she‟s had. Two of my brother fell in the 
war, you know.
17
 
 War was a key historical moment which inevitably creates social 
change as well as unrest. It is possible to see parallels between women 
playwrights examination of women‟s relationship to history and their 
depiction of women living in war time. Frequently, there is a focus on 
the relationship between women, nation and family and war is seen as 
enhancing this relationship. Due to the loss of loved ones in the war, a 
sense of insecurity and grief could be developing and in this situation 
home is seen as an ultimate refuge and security. 
 Sydney, the estranged son of Lady Madehurst, whom she 
believed was dead, when returned home on the pretext to get some 
money, he at first refuses the importance of home. When she tells 
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Sydney that he can get work in Herbert‟s firm as he is his brother and 
belongs to the same family, to which Sydney replies:    
LADY MADEHURST: But, Sydney, he‟s your 
brother! We‟ve always been such a united 
family. 
SYDNEY…. That‟s the devil of it. I don‟t like 
united families. I‟ve got away from it all, good 
and proper! 
LADY MADEHURST: Yet you came back ! All 
that Long way! After so many years! I wonder 
what brought you, Sydney? Tell me, dear, are 
you very badly off? Did you come home because 
you needed money? 
SYDNEY: …… I thought It was just that. But I 
believe, all the time, something else pulled me 
back. And then, when I saw you, it was just as if 
the years have crumbled up. I felt like a kid. 
God, what a fool I am!
 18
 
 Consciously or unconsciously, one can not escape from one‟s 
family and its responsibilities. It is the family which attracted Sydney 
to come back. Thus the home and family institution are the most 
important ingredients for the well being of nation. Here Lady 
Madehurst, as a matriarchal figure represents  the resolver of the family 
conflict and maintains peace and order within the family. She becomes 
a family engineer and serves her family what she percieves as the 
needs of her children. Besides, she controls access to family 
information both inside and outside the family. She is being shown in 
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conflict with next generation of women especially with Helena who 
comes from outside the family unit and wants to marry his son. 
 There is a spinister figure in the play namely Amy, who is not 
liked and is often ridiculed and becomes a butt of fun. Spinisters are 
considered useless and having an abnormal behaviour. Amy is 
described as follows: 
AMY WIGMORE is Lady Madehurst‟s sister. Her 
age is sixty-five. Poor Old Amy is Just a little bit 
silly, but she is the kindest soul in the world and 
absolutely devoted to her sister and “the family”. 
AMY is small and wizened and has thin grey hair. 
Her taste in dress is rather unfortunate, as she has a 
fancy for gay colours which are not always very 
well matched. Today she wears a purple silk 
costume with a feather boa Just off the shade, and 
a beige hat trimmed with a wreathe of flowers of 
different shades. Amy thinks that LADY 
MADEHURST is the most wonderful woman in 
the world.
19
 
Amy is often being reprimanded by her sister for her silly 
behaviour and awkwardness. She often comes with a queer news. 
When she tells lady Madehurst that she has seen Sydney, she does not 
believe in her words and thinks Amy is out of her mind: 
AMY: …Elizabeth! I have Just seen Sydney!  
LADY MADEHURST: Sydney? 
AMY: My nephew. Your son Sydney! 
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LADY MADEHURST: What are you saying, 
Amy? Have you gone completely out off your 
head? Darling Sydney has been dead for many 
years. Do you mean, my poor Amy, that you think 
you have seen a ghost? If so, don‟t come to me 
with these tales. 
AMY: No, Elizabeth, no! Not a ghost. Sydney 
himself . 
LADY MADEHURST: When? Where? 
AMY: Just now- at the cornor. Going into a 
public- house. 
LADY MADEHURST: Preposterous! You ought 
to be ashamed of yourself, Amy.
20
 
Though she is right, yet she is being ridiculed as telling fairy-tale 
stories, which can not be believed to be true. Later in the play Lady 
Madehurst confesses to Harvey that Amy always come with cock-and 
bull story having seen Sydney. Even she reprimands her sister for 
making herself a buffoon and embracing others. At the end of the play 
Amy becomes hysterical and is so irritating. When there is a knock on 
the door, she thinks it is  police who have come to arrest Sydney. 
AMY: …Oh dear, oh dear! Oh, Sydney! 
They‟ve come for you! Oh, Elizabeth, hide him,  
hide him! …..Oh, don‟t let Hannah open the 
door! Turn out the light! Pretend we‟re all in 
bed! 
LADY MADEHURST: Harvey! What is the 
matter with her? What does she mean? 
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HARVEY: I don‟t know, mother. Aunt Amy! 
Will you please be quite? 
AMY: I can‟t! I can‟t! Sydney‟s in danger! 
Who else can it be at this time of night? 
Of course they‟ve come for him. Oh dear, Oh 
dear!
 21
 
The play is a realistic domestic comedy and is from a women‟s 
point of view. There are eight women characters and four male 
characters. This abundance of women characters and the narrative 
focus on women testifies the fact that it is a woman centered play. 
Lady Madlurst has created her own female space within the boundaries 
of home. The description of her room is given as: 
The room is furnished in black and gold furniture 
of mid-Victorian era. Numerous ornaments of the 
period stand on the mantelpieces and tables. 
Family portraits hang on the walls, including a 
painting of the Late SIR FREDERICH 
MADEHURST. Nothing in the room has been 
altered since Old LADY MADHURST came into 
it as a bride fifty-two years ago. 
The cretonnes and curtains, certainly, have been 
reviewed, but even that was sixteen years ago.
22
        
 
 When Sarah asks her to replace the curtains and is ready to lend 
her new ones, she refuses to change them: 
 
SARAH: you really ought to have some new 
covers, mother. These are a perfect disgrace. 
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LADY MADEHURST:… I don‟t think they‟re a 
disgrace. They were chosen by your dear father. 
He had excellent taste.  
SARAH: Yes, but that‟s years and years ago! 
They‟ve been cleaned over and over again. Now 
do let me give you some new ones. 
LADY MADEHURST: Certainly not I remember 
the day we bought those cretonnes. The colours 
were lovely then. 
SARAH: They aren‟t lovely now.23        
No one can interfere or intrude in her privacy or her taste. 
 Concluding, Gertrude Jennings in her play creates a world 
dominated by women. It is the women who are central to the action. 
The family is shown as having great significance and is no less 
important than the outside world. The play portrays the experiences of 
women; how they feel, experience and live within the boundaries of 
home is actually what we come across within the play. Through the 
consciousness of female characters, Gertrude Jennings, like Dodie 
Smith and G.B. Stern, has successfully revealed what actually a 
woman wants in a largely male dominated society.   
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Conclusion 
 
 
The present study in its examination of patriarchal discursivity and 
construction of female consciousness and the resultant counter 
discourse by female writers like Dodie Smith, G.B. Stern and Gertrude 
Jennings has led to a number of findings that are summed up here. 
 Western literature from Aristotle up to late nineteenth century 
portrayed woman as the ‘other’ which has a limited role in the great 
chain of being. The present thesis has given ample examples of the 
stereotyped image of woman with reference to Aristotle and William 
Shakespeare. 
 This study has thoroughly analysed the different ways in which 
woman was rather treated by her male counter parts in the western 
society. The present work has documented this image of woman and 
demonstrated the same for showing the need of a counter discourse. 
 In the brief survey of modern British women theatre, the present 
study has shown the growth and evolution of the modern women 
theatre. A number of findings has surfaced in this context. World War-
I and industrialization have drawn out women from kitchens thereby 
causing both suffering and independence for them. It has been found 
that women of this era wanted to strike a balance between the 
traditional roles assigned to them by the society and the different 
economic roles they wanted to play in the modern era. Nevertheless, 
the same happened and it left many torments behind. It is interesting to 
note that female consciousness had by then evolved to a degree where 
they could not only understand their position but they were also keen 
on reversing the traditional roles assigned to them. The growth and 
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evolution in the female consciousness has been thoroughly discussed in 
the chapter second. It has been found that the family institution in the 
western society was a miniature of the nation and the rise of 
industrialization was shattering the same. Modern woman, under 
economic compulsions and her own political self affirmation, does 
come out to perform a bigger role that the patriarchal system would 
earlier deny her to. Actresses Franchise League has been found as one 
of the most important organizations that would reinforce and 
encourage the modern woman’s movement for the assertion of her 
rights. 
 Chapter third of the present study does find for us that Dodie 
Smith wanted to strike a balance between her two selves: one; that of 
the traditional and biological role of a woman and two; that of the 
needs of the modern western woman. In this chapter the present study 
finds that Dodie Smith is not a radical feminist but she seeks a viable 
position for a woman in the making of her nation. 
 Similarly, G.B. Stern has been found in the present study as yet 
another ardent champion of women’s rights and duties. Nevertheless, 
she seems to be reversing on intellectual planes the matriarchal 
assumptions of a female. She raises many questions about different 
weaknesses in male temperament and shows very intelligently that 
females are not lesser ones in the great chain of being. It has been 
found that female consciousness as the maker and shaper of family and 
nation has been given much prominence by G.B. Stern. In fact, plays 
of G.B. Stern do bring up all kinds of questions about the nature of 
feminity. She is actually doing a deconstruction of the dominant 
patriarchal system. Besides, the study has found that G.B. Stern is 
penetrating deep into the psychological dilemma of the modern 
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woman. At many places in her plays she seems to be making her 
woman characters possess the phallus which symbolizes male power. It 
could be said that G.B. Stern has through out her plays tried to get back 
to woman the space she deserved and restore her lost home. 
 Finally, in the fifth chapter of this study, ‘Theme of Matriarchy 
in Gertrude Jennings’ Family Affairs’, some amazing findings have 
been reached at. In her play Family Affairs women characters have 
been found more responsible, wiser and stronger than the men who are 
often pompous and frivolous. It has been found in this chapter that the 
narrative of this play is again through the evolving consciousness of 
women characters. Like Dodie Smith and G.B. Stern, Gertrude 
Jennings does also show some eclecticism vis-à-vis the relationship 
between the two opposite sexes. In fact, this chapter has given ample 
references from the play to suggest that women could do better than 
males if only they are given a chance and opportunity to perform their 
respective roles. 
 This interplay of love and hatred between man and woman for a 
room of one’s own is, needless to say actually a battle between two 
consciousnesses where radicals and moderates are to emerge as a 
natural result. The three playwrights in the present study must be, as 
has been fully demonstrated, in the foregone chapters read as 
moderates who could not afford living on two extremes. In fact, their 
works are the best samples of a complementing difference that may 
serve as a touchstone for striking a balance between tradition and 
modernity. It has been also found that the trio suffered obscurity as 
they did not profess the militant face of feminism. 
 These issues and concerns in the texts of the three woman 
playwrights do remind us a pertinent question raised by one of the 
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noted feminist theorist, Gayatri Spivak in her ‘Three Woman’s Texts: 
Can Subaltern Speak’ and we also come to understand the different 
ways in which these three writers have tried to break free from the 
prison of their ‘body’. The present thesis has actually come to this 
conclusion that the essential difference between male and female is a 
natural one and the same should not have been used as a guise for 
exploitation. The three writers in the present work have essentially 
tried to find the overlaps between man and woman and they have also 
tried to let each of the two be what he or she is with out a coercing a 
particular ideology on the other. This synthesis in the works of the 
three writers is what actually the proponents of patriarchy and 
matriarchy must aim at as man and woman can not afford living on two 
extremes. They need each other as they are like two eyes in the body of 
a human being. If family is the miniature of nation it can not be 
managed with out the active participation of both the sexes and the 
same is true about the making of a nation. The two sexes have to 
collaborate and they have to strike a balance as far as different socio-
economic and political roles assigned to them are concerned. This 
research project on the works of the aforementioned women 
playwrights have to some extent made an effort towards this end.    
 Since post-modernism added to the existential crises of 
mankind, the debate on masculine and feminine issues obviously could 
not avoid the onslaught of this crises and, hence, the gap between 
patriarchy and matriarchy has been further widened. The influence of 
this widening gap could be seen strengthening the idea of woman as 
the construct of male fantasy. The synthetic approach of our three 
woman playwrights seems to have lost its ground as the growing 
economic concerns of this male dominated world has floated a new 
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reality about woman in the guise of their freedom. The arrival of 
pornographic literature, pornographic videos on internet and other 
electronic media does attract the attention of women for the celebration 
of their sexual identity but they are hardly able to understand that their 
performance as models and actresses of wildest sexual scenes in media 
or in real life is again a constructed reality that is being promoted and 
propounded by the wildest fantasies of man. The post-modern age sees 
woman and in fact uses them as objects of sex that have a potential 
value in the liberal marketing of today’s globalised world. 
 Concluding, the fact of the matter is that women are yet to go a 
long way in search of their real identity as in their struggle for the 
freedom of female consciousness, they virtually continued to play as 
the constructs of male fantasy. If they were so in the pre-feminism eras 
of the western literature, they are yet to be what they must have been in 
the real sense as again and again they emerge as a new construct of 
male dominated society. That means the question of ‘Sigmund Freud’ 
what does a woman want? Has been only partly answered by feminists 
of different hues and much is to be done in this regard for arriving at 
the real reality of a woman. This could be possible if only man and 
woman stand together to understand each other and the doors of in-
betweeness are kept open in the debate. The complete reversal of the 
natural roles is not the solution to this problem as it would only further 
add to the frustration and existential crises of both man and woman. 
Gayism and Lesbianism have floated yet another reality about sex in 
the post-modern world and the same has actually further minimized the 
chances of striking a balance between two opposite sexes. The most 
important question, however, whether mankind as whole can afford 
such a reversal of roles? Besides, the damage that the liberal economy 
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in the world is doing to the institutions of family and marriage must 
needs be heeded by both males and females as mankind as a whole can 
not afford such nihilism. Though Dodie Smith, Gertrude Jennings and 
G.B. Stern  have tried to struck a balance, yet the pervasive male 
dominated world view is constructing some hyper- realities about 
women that are bound to damage again the real self of a woman. Post-
modernism and globalization again through up a challenge for all of us 
to see and think what actually a woman wants and her portrayal as a 
fantasy of male mind must be questioned and challenged by the real 
woman. Today, it seems the question is who is the real man and who is 
the real woman and this is the dilemma of post-modern man.  
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